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Hom 

The peculiar conditions of this essay must be left to ex^ 
plain themselves. It could not have been written at all 
without the aid of the Publications of the Chaucer Society, 
and more especially of the labours of the Society’s Director, 
Mr. Furnivall. To other recent writers on Chaucer — in- 
cluding Mr. Fleay, from whom I never differ but with 
hesitation — I have referred, in so far as it was in my power 
to do so. Perhaps I may take this opportunity of ex- 
pressing a wish that Pauli’s History England, a work 
beyond the compliment of an acknowledgment, were acces- 
sible to every English reader. 


A. W* W. 
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CHAUOEE 


CHAPTER L 

OHAUOEil’s TIMES. 

The biograpliy of Geoffrey Chaucer is no longer a mixture 
of unsifted facts, and of more or less hazardous con- 
jectures. Many and -wide as are the gaps in our knowledge 
concerning the course of his outer life, and douhtful as many 
important passages of it remain — in vexatious contrast 
with the certainty of other relatively iAsignificant data — 
we have at least "become aware of the foundations on 
which alone a trustworthy account of it can he huilt. 
These foundations consist partly of a meagre though 
gradually increasing array of external evidence, chiefly to 
he found in public documents, — ^in'^the Eoyal Wardrobe 
Bo«»k, the Issue Eolls of the Exchequer, the Customs 
Eolls, and suchlike records — partly of the conclusions 
which may be drawn with confidence from the internal 
evidence of the poet's own indisputably genuine works, 
together with a few references to him in the writings of 
his, contemporaries or immediate successors. Which of 
his works are to he accepted as genuine, necessarily forms 
the subject of an antecedent enquiry, such as cannot with 
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any degree of safety he conducted except on principles 
far from infallible with regard to all tlie Id stances to 
wMcb they have been applied^ but now accepted by 
the large majority of competent scholars. ThuSj by 
a process which is in truth dulness and dryness itself 
except to patient endeavour stimulated by the enthusiasm 
of special literary research, a limited number of results has 
been safely established, and others have at all events been 
placed beyond reasonable doubt. Around a third series 
of conclusions or conjectures the tempest of controversy 
stiH rages ; and even now it needs a wary step to pass 
without fruitless deviations through a maze of assump- 
tions consecrated by their longevity, or commended to 
sympathy by the fervour of personal conviction, 

A single instance must suffice to indicate both the 
difficulty and the significance of many of those questions 
of Chaucerian biography which, whether interesting or 
not in themselves, have to be determined before Chaucer's 
life can he written. They are not all and some ” mere 
antiquarians' puzz^.es, of interest only to those who have 
leisure and inclination for microscopic enquiries. So 
with the point immediately in view. It has been said 
with much force that Tyrwhitt, whose services to the 
study of Chaucer remain uneclipsed by those of any 
other scholar, would have composed a quite different 
biography of the poet, had he not been confounded- by 
the formerly (and here and there still) -accepted date of 
Chaucer's birth, the year 1328. For the correctness of 
this date Tyrwhitt “ supposed ” the pot^t's tombstone in 
Westminster Abbey to he the voucher; hut the slab 
placed on a pillar near his grave (it is said at the desire of 
Caxton),* appears to have merely borne a Latin inscription 
without any dates ; and the marble monument erected in 
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its ytead ‘^^in tiie name of tlie Muses’' By Mcolas 
Biigliam in 1556, wMle giving October 25tli, 1400, as tbe 
day of Cbancer’s death, makes no mention either of the 
date of Ms birth or of the number of years to which he 
attained, and, indeed, promises no more information than 
it gives. That Chaucer’s contemporary, the poet Gower, 
should have referred to him in the year 1392 as now in 
Ms days old,” is at best a very vague sort of testimony, 
more especially as it is by mere conjecture that the year 
of Gower’s own birth is placed as far back as 1320. Stiii 
less weight can be attached to the circumstance that 
another poet, Occleve, who clearly regarded Mmself as 
the disciple of one by many years his senior, in 
accordance with the common phraseology of his (and, 
indeed, of other) times, spoke of the older writer as 
his father” and ** father reverent.” . In a coloured 
portrait carefully painted from memory by Occleve on 
the margin of a manuscript, Chaucer is represented 
with grey hair and beard; but tMs could not of itself 
be taken to contradict the supposition^that be died about 
the age of sixty. And Leland’s assertion that Chaucer 
attained to old age self-evidently rests on tradition 
only; for Leland was horn more than a century after 
Chaucer died, hlothing occurring in any of Chaucer’s 
own works of undisputed genuineness throws any real 
light on the subject. His poem, the House of Fame^ 
has been variously dated ; but at any period of Ms 
manhood he might have said, as he says there, that he 
was “ too old ” to learn astronomy, and preferred to take 
Ms science on faith. In the curious lines called H Envoy 
de JJhamer d Scogan^ the poet, while blaming his friend 
for his want of perseverance in a love-suit, classes Mmself 
among ‘Hhem that be hoar and round of shape,” and 
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speaks of Mmself and his Muso as out of date and rusty. 
But there seems no sufficient reason for remoTing the date 
@f the composition of these lines to an earlier year than 
1393 ; and poets as well as other men since Chaucer have 
spoken of themselves as old and obsolete at fifty. A 
similar remark might be made concerning the reference to 
the poet^s old age which dulleth him in his spirit/^ in 
the Complaint of Vmus, generally ascribed to the last 
decennium of Chaucer^s life. If we reject the evidence 
of a further passage, in the Cuckoo and the Nightingale^ 
a poem of disputed genuineness, we accordingly arrive at 
the conclusion that there is no reason for demurring to 
the only direct external evidence in existence as to the 
date of Chaucer^s birth. At a famous trial of a cause of 
chivalry held at Westminster in 1386, Chaucer, who had 
gone through part of a campaign with one of the litigants, 
appeared as a witness j and on this occasion his age was, 
doubtless on his own deposition, recorded as that of a 
man of forty years and upwards,” who had borne arms 
for twenty-seven oyears. A careful enquiry into the 
accuracy of the record as to the ages of the numerous 
other witnesses at the same trial has established it in an 
overwhelming majority of instances ; and it is absurd 
gratuitously to charge Chaucer with having understated 
his age from motivefs of vanity. The conclusion, there- 
fore, seems to remain unshaken, that he was born about 
the year 1340, or some time between, that year and 
1345. 

lilow, we possess a charming poem by Chaucer called 
the Assembly of Fowls^ elaborately courtly in its concep- 
tion, and in its execution giving proofs of Italian reading 
on the part of its author, as well as of a ripe humour 
such as is rarely an accompaniment of extreme youth. 
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This poem has been thought by earlier commentators to 
allegorise an event known to have happened in 1358, by 
later critics another which occurred in 1364. Clearly, the 
assumption that the period from 1340 to 1345 includes 
the date of Chaucer’s birth, suffices of itseK to stamp the 
one of these conjectures as untenable, and the other as inx- 
probable, and (when the style of the poem and treatment 
of its subject are taken into account) adds weight to the 
other reasons in favour of the date 1381 for the poem in 
question. Thus, backwards and forwards, the disputed 
points in Chaucer’s biography and the question of his 
works are affected by one another. 


Chaucer’s life, then, spans rather more than the latter 
half of the fourteenth century, the last year of which was 
indisputably the year of his death. In other words, it 
covers rather more than the interval between the most 
glorious epoch of Edward IIL’s reign — ^for Crecy was fought 
in 1346 — and the downfall, in 1399, of his unfortunate 
successor Bichard II, 

The England of this period was but a little land, if 
numbers be the test of greatness; hut in Edward III.’s 
time as in that of Henry Y., who inhented so much of 
Edward’s policy and revived so much of his glory, 
thwe stirred in this little body a mighty heart. It is 
only of a small population that the author of the Vision 
concerning Fiers Plowman could have gathered the repre- 
sentatives into a single field, or that Chaucer himself could 
have composed a family picture fairly comprehending, 
though not altogether exhausting, the chief national 
character-types. In the year of King Eichard IE’s acces- 
sion (1377), according to a trustworthy calculation based 
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upon tlie result of that jear^s poll-tax, the total nnmbei 
of the inhabitants of England seems to haye been two 
millions and a half,. A quarter of a century earlier— in 
the days of Chaucer’s boyhood — ^their numbers had been 
perhaps twice as large. Eor not less than four great pes- 
tilences (in 1348~9, 1361—25 1369, and 1375-6) had 
swept over the land, and at least one-half of its population, 
including two-thirds of the inhabitants of the capital, had 
been carried off by the ravages of the obstinate epidemic — 
the foul death of England,’’ as it was called in a formula 
of execration in use among the people. In this year 1377, 
London, where Chaucer was doubtless horn as well as 
bred, where the greater part of his life was spent, and 
where the memory of his name is one of those associa- 
tions which seem familiarly to haunt the hanks of the 
historic river from Thames Street to Westminster, appa- 
rently numbered not more than 35,000 souls. But if, 
from the nature of the case, no place was more exposed 
than London to the inroads of the Black Death, neither 
was any other so likely elastically to recover from them. 
For the reign of Edward III. had witnessed a momentous 
advance in the prosperity of the capital, — an advance re- 
flecting itself in the outward changes introduced during 
the same period' into the architecture of the city. Its 
wealth had grown larger as its houses had grown higher ; 
and mediaeval London, such as we are apt to picture to 
ourselves, seems to have derived those deadiag features 
which it so long retained, from the days when Chaucer, 
with downcast hut very observant eyes,*' passed along its 
streets between Billingsgate and Aldgate. Still, here as 
elsewhere in England the remembrance of the most awful 
physical'Visitations which have ever befallen the country 
must have long lingered ; and, after all has been said, it is 
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wonderful tliat the traces of them should he so exceedingly 
scanty in Chaucer’s pages. Twice only in his poems does 
he refer to the Plague : — once in an allegorical fiction 
which is of Italian if not of French origin, and where, 
therefore, no special reference to the ravages of the disease 
in England may he intended when Death is said to have 
a thousand slain this pestilence,”-— 

he hath slain this year 
Hence over a mile, within a great village 
Both men and women, child and hind and page. 

The other allusion is a more than half humorous one. It 
occurs in the description of the Doctor of JPhysic, the 
grave graduate in purple surcoat and blue white-furred 
hood ; nor, hy the way, may this portrait itself he alto- 
gether without its use as throwing some light on the help- 
lessnoss of fourteenth-century medical science. For thoagh 
in aU the world there was none like this doctor to s^eah of 
physic and of surgery ; — though he was a very perfect prac- 
titioner, and never at a loss for te llin g the cause of any 
malady and for supplying the patient with the appropriate 
drug, sent in hy the doctor’s old and faithful friends the 
apothecaries ; — though he was well versed in all the autho- 
rities from JEsculapius to the writer of> the Rosa Anglica 
(who cures inflammation homceopakthically hy the use of 
r#d draperies) ; — though like a truly wise physician he 
began at home by caring anxiously for his own digestion 
and for his peace of mind ('* his study was but little in 
the Bible ”) »yet the basis of his scientific knowledge 
was astronomy,” i. e. astrhlogy, « the better part of 
medicine,” as Poger Bacon calls it ; together with that 
natural magic ” by which, as Chaucer elsewhere tells us, 
the famous among the learned have known how to make 
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men whole or sick. And there was one specific which, 
from a double point of view, Chaucer’s Doctor of Physic 
esteemed very highly, and was loth to part vfith on 
frivolous pretexts. ' He was but easy (i. e. slack) of 
“ dispence : ” — 


He kepte that lie won in pestilence. 

For gold in physic is a cordial ; 

Therefore he loyed gold in special. 

Meanwhile the ruling classes seem to have been left 
untouched in heart by these successive ill-met and ill- 
guarded trials, which had first smitten the lower orders 
chiefly, then the higher with the lower (if the Plague of 
1349 had swept off an archbishop, that of 1361 struck 
down among others Henry Duke of Lancaster, the father 
of Chaucer’s Duchess Blanche). Calamities such as these 
would assuredly have been treated as warnings sent 
from on high, both in earlier times, when a Church 
better braced for the due performance of its never-ending 
task, eagerly interpreted to awful ears the signs of the wrath 
of God, and by a later generation, leavened in spirit 
by the self-searching morality of Puritanism. But from 
the sorely-tried third quarter of the fourteenth century 
the solitary voice of Langland cries, as the voice of Con- 
science preaching with^her cross, that these pestilences ’’ 
are the penalty of sin and of naught else. It is assuredly 
presumptuous for one generation, without the fullest 
proof, to accuse another of thoughtlessness or heartless- 
ness ; and though the classes for which Chaucer mainly 
wrote and with which he "mainly felt, were in all pro- 
bability as little inclined to improve the occasions of thp 
Black Deatji as the middle classes of the present day 
would be to fall on their knees after a season of com- 



CHAUOER^S TIMES. 


9 


I.] 

mercial ruin, yet signs are not wanting tliat in the later 
years of the fourteenth century words of admonition 
came to he not unfreqnently spoken. The portents of 
the eventful year 1382 called forth moralisings in English 
verse, and the pestilence of 1391 a rhymed lamenta- 
tion in Latin ; and at different dates in King Eichar(f s 
reign the poet Gower, Chaucer’s contemporary and friend, 
inveighed both in Latin and in English, from his conserva- 
tive point of view, against the corruption and sinfulness of 
society at large. But by this time the great peasant in- 
surrection had added its warning, to which it was impos- 
sible to remain deaf. 

A self-confident nation, however, is slow to betake 
itself to sackcloth and ashes. On the whole it is clear, 
that though the last years of Edward III. were a season 
of failure and disappointment, — though from the period of 
the First Pestilence onwards the signs increase of the 
king’s unpopularity and of the people’s discontent, — yet 
the overburdened and enfeebled nation was brought almost 
as slowly as the King himself to renounce the proud position 
of a conquering power. In 1 3 6 3 he had celebrated the com- 
pletion of his fiftieth year ; and three suppHant kings had 
at that time been gathered as sateUites round the sun of 
Ms success. By 1371 he had lost all his\llies, and nearly 
all the conquests gained by himself and the valiant Prince 
of » Wales; and during the years remaining to him his 
subjects hated his rule and angrily assailed his favourites. 
From being a conquering power the English monarchy was 
fast sinking into lan island which found it difficult to defend 
its own shores. There were times towards the close of 
Ed.ward’s and early in his successor’s reign, when matters 
would have gone hard with English traders, ^naturally 
desirous of having their money’s worth for their subsidy 
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of tonnage and poundage, and anxious, like tkeir type the 
Merchant in Ckaucex, that the sea were kept for any- 
thing ” between Middelbnrgli and Harwich, had not some 
of them, such as the Londoner J ohn Philpot, occasionally 
armed and manned a squadron of ships on their own 
account, in defiance of red tape and its censures. But ^ 
in the days when Chaucer and the generation with which 
he grew up were young, the ardour of foreign conquest 
had not yet died out in the land, ^ and clergy and laity 
cheerfully co-operated in bearing the burdens which mili- 
tary glory has at all times brought with it for a cmlised 
people. The high spirit of the English nation, at a time 
when the decline in its fortunes was already near at hand 
(1366), is evident Ixomthe answer given to the application 
from Home for the arrears of thirty-three years of the 
tribute promised by King John, or rather from what must 
unmistakeahly have been the drift of that answer. Its 
terms are unknown, but the demand was never after- 
wards repeated. 

The power of England in the period of an ascendancy 
to which she so tenaciously sought to cling, had not been 
based only upon the valour of her arms. Our country was < 
already a rich one in comparison with most others in 
Europe. Other purposes besides that of providing good 
cheer for a robust generation were served by the wealth 
of her great landed proprietors, and of the ^‘worthy 
vavasours” (smaller landowners) who, -like ChaucePs 
FranMin — a very Saint Julian or pattern of hospitality — 
knew not what it was to be ‘‘ without baked meat in the 
house,” where their 

tables dormant in tbe ball alway 
^ Stood ready covered all tbe longe* day. 

From this source, and from the well-fiUed coffers of the 
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traders came tine laitj^s sliare of the expenses of those 
foreign wars which did so nmch to consolidate national 
feeling in England. The foreign copapanies of merchants 
long contriTed to retain the chief share of the hanking 
business and export trade assigned to them by the short- 
sighted commercial policy of Edward III., and the weaving 
and fishing industries of Hanseatic and Flemish immi- 
grants had established an almost unbearable competition 
in our own ports and towns. But the active import trade, 
which already connected England with both nearer and 
remoter parts of Christendom, must have been largely in 
native hands; and English chivalry, diplomacy, and 
literature followed in the lines of the trade-routes to the 
Baltic and the Mediterranean. Our maiiners, like their 
type the Shipman in Chaucer (an anticipation of the 
** Venturer of later days, with the pirate as yet, perhaps, 
more strongly marked in him than the patriot), — 

knew well all the havens, as they were 
From Gothland, to the Cape of Finisterre, 

And every creek in Brittany and^pain. 

Doubtless, as may he noticed in passing, much of the 
tendency on the part of our shipmen in this period to self- 
help in offence as well as in defence, was due to the fact 
that the mercantile navy was frequently employed in 
Expeditions ol war, vessels and men being at times seized 
or impressed for the purpose by order of the Crown. On 
one of these occasions the port of Dartmouth, whence 
Chaucer at a venture for aught I wot makes Ms 
Shipman hail, is found contributing a larger total of sMps 
and men than any other port in England, For the rest, 
Flanders was certainly still far ahead of her future rival in 
wealth, and in mercantile and industrial activity; m 
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manufactuTiiig conntTy slae had no equal, and in trade the 
liTal she chiehy feared was still the German Hansa. 
Chancer^s Merchant characteristically wears a Flandrish 
heaver hat f and it is no accident that the scene of the 
Pardoner's TaU^ which begins with a description of 
superfluity abominable/' is laid in Flanders. In England, 
indeed the towns never came to domineer as they did in 
the FTetherlands. Yet, since no trading country will long 
submit to be ruled by the landed interest only, so in pro- 
portion as the English towns, and London especially, 
grew richer, their voices were listened to in the settlement 
of the affairs of the nation. It might be very well for 
Chaucer to close the description of his Merchant with 
what looks very much like a fashionable writer's half 
sneer : — 

Forsooth, he was a worthy man withal ; 

But, truly, I wot n6t how men him call. 

Yet not only was high political and social rank reached 
by individual ^‘merchant prinqes,” such as the wealthy 
Wniiam de la Pole,' a descendant of whom is said (though 
on unsatisfactory evidence) to have been Chaucer's grand- 
daughter, but the government of the country came to be 
very perceptibly influenced by the class from which they 
sprang. On the accession of Eichard II., two London 
citizens were appointed controllers of the war-subsidies 
granted to the Crown; and in the Parliament of 1382 
a committee of fourteen merchants refused to entertain 
the question of a merchants' loan to the king. The 
importance and seK-consciousness of the smaller tradesmen 
and handicraftsmen increased with that of the great 
merchants. When in 1393 Elng Eichard II. marked the 
termination^ of bis quarrel with the City of London by a 
atfitely procession through ** new Troy," he was welcomed, 
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aecoiding to the Friar who has commemCftafect^tiie sisMt 
in liatin Terse, by the trades in an array rosomhling an 
angelic host; and among the ro- 

cognise several of those repr6sentea««i4ihaii< m:!s^om pany 
of pilgrims — by the Carpenter, the PFe56e CWeaver), and 
the Dyer, all clothed 

in one livery 

Of a solemn and great fraternity. 

The middle class, in short, was learning to hold np its 
head, collectively and individually. The historical original 
of Chaucer’s Host — the actual Master Harry BaOly, vintner 
and landlord of the Tahard Inn in Southwark, was like- 
wise a member of Parliament, and very probably felt as 
sure of himself in real life as the mimic personage bearing 
his name does in its hctitious reproduction. And he and 
his fellows, the poor and simple Commons ” — for so 
humble was the style they were wont to assume in their 
addresses to the sovereign, — began to look upon themselves, 
and to be looked upon, as a power in the State. The 
London traders and handicraftsmen ki^w what it was to 
be well-to-do citizens, and if they had failed to under- 
stand it, home monition would have helped to make it 
clear to them : — 

Well seemed each of them a fair burgess, 

For sitting in a guildhall on*^ dais. 

And each one for the wisdom that he can 
Was shapely for to be an alderman. 

They had enough of chattels and of rent, 

And very gladly would their wives assent ; 

And, tYnly, else they had been much to blame. 

It is full fair to be yclept waddwe, 

And fair to go to vigils all before, 

And have a mantle royally y-bore. 


The English State had ceased to be the feudal monarchy * 
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— the ramification of contributory comts and camps — oi 
the crude days of WiUiain tbe Conqueror and Ms succes- 
sors. The E'orman lords and their English dependants no 
longer formed two separate elements in the body politic. In 
the great French wars of Edward III,, the English armies 
had no longer mainly consisted of the baronial levies. The 
nobles had indeed, as of old, ridden into battle at the 
head of their vassals and retainers ; hut the body of the 
force had been made np of Englishmen serving for pay, 
and armed with their national implement, the bow — such 
as Chaucer's Yeoman carried with him on the ride to 
Canterbury : — - 

A siieaf of peacock arrows bright and keen 
tinder Ms belt lie bare full thriftily. 

Well could he dress his tackle yeomanly : 

His arrows drooped not with feathers low, 

And in Ms hand he bare a mighty bow. 

The use of the how was specially favoured by both 
Edward III. and Ms successor ; and when early in the 
next century the (SMvalrous Scottish king, James I. (of 
whom mention will be made among Chaucer's poetic 
disciples) returned from his long English captivity to his 
native land, he had no more eager care than that Ms sub- 
jects should learn to emulate the English in the handling 
of their favourite wea{)on. Chaucer seems to be unable 
to picture an army without it, and we fiend him relating 
how, from ancient Troy, — 

Hector and many a worthy wight out -yyent 
With spear in hand, and with their big bows bent. 

'Eo wonder that when the battles were fought by the 
people itself, and wben tbe cost of tbe wars was to so large 
an extent defrayed by its self-imposed contributions, the 
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Scottisli and FrencJa campaigns should have called fonlj 
that national entliiisiasm which found an echo in the songs 
of Lawrence Minot, as hearty war-poetry as has been 
composed in any age of our literature. They were put 
forth in 1352, and considering the unusual popularity they 
are said to haTe enjoyed, it is not impossible that they 
may have reached Chaucer^s ears in his boyhood." 

Before the final collapse of the great Eong^s fortunes, 
and his death in a dishonoured old age, the ambition of 
Ms heir, the proudest hope of both dynasty and nation, 
had overleapt itself, and the Black Prince had preceded 
Ms father to the tomb. The good sMp England (so sang 
a contemporary poet) was left without rudder or helm ; 
and in a kingdom full of faction and discontent the future 
of the Plantagenet throne depended on a child. While 
the young king’s ambitious uncle, John of Gaunt, Duke 
of Lancaster (Chaucer’s patron), was in nominal retirement, 
and his academical ally, Wyclif, was gaining popularity as 
the mouthpiece of the resistance to the papal demands, 
there were fermenting beneath the surface elements of 
popular agitation, wMch had been but little taken into ac- 
count by the political factions of Edward the Third’s reign, 
and by that part of its society with which Chaucer was 
more especially connected But the multitude, whose turn 
in truth comes but rarely in the history of a nation, must 
every now and then make itself heard, although poets may 
seem all but bUnd and deaf to the tempest as it rises, and 
bursts, and passes away. Many causes had concurred to 
excite the insurrection which temporarily destroyed the 
influence of John of Gaunt, \nd which for long cast a 
deep shade upon the effects of the teaching of Wyclif 
The acquisition of a meagui*e of rights Snd power 
by the middle classes had caused a general swaying 
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upwards ; and tlironghont the peoples of Europe floated 
those dreams and speculations concerning the equality 
and fraternity of all men, which needed hut a stimnlns 
and an opportunity to assume the practical shape of a 
revolution. The melancholy thought which pervades 
Langland’s Vision is still that of the helplessness of 
the poor ; and the remedy to which he looks against the 
corruption of the governing classes is the advent of a 
superhuman king, whom he identifies with the ploughman 
himself, the representative of suffering humility. But 
about the same time as that of the composition of this 
poem — or not long afterwards — Wyclif had sent forth 
among the people his simple priests,” who illustrated by 
contrast the conflict which his teaching exposed between 
the existing practice of the Church and the original docu- 
ments of her faith. The connexion between Wyclif 's teach- 
ing and the peasants’ insurrection under Eichard IL is as 
undeniable as that between Luther’s doctrines and the great 
social uprising in Germany a century and a half afterwards. 
When, upon the de^iaration of the Papal Schism, Wyclif 
abandoned all hope of a reform of the Church from within, 
and, defying the injunctions of foe and Mend alike, entered 
upon a course of theological opposition, the popular in- 
fluence of his followers must have tended to spread a 
theory admitting of very easy application ad hominemr^ 
the theory, namely, that the tenure^ of all offices, whether 
spiritual or temporal, is justified only by thepersonal fitness 
of their occupants. With such levelling doctrine, the 
Socialism of popular preachers like John Ealle might seem 
to coincide with sufficient closeness ; and since worthiness 
was not to be found in the holders of either spiritual or tem- 
poral authority, of either ecclesiastical or lay wealth, the 
time had palpably come for the poor man to enjoy his 
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own again. Then, the advent of a weak government, aver 
which a powerful kinsman of the king and unconcealed 
adversary of the Church was really seeking to recover tho 
control, and the imposition of a tax coming home to all men 
except actual beggars, and filling serfdom's cnp of bitterness 
to overflowing, supplied the opportunity, and the insure 
rection broke out. Its violence fell short of that of the 
French Jacquerie a quarter of a century earlier; hut no 
doubt coaid exist as to its critical importance. As it 
happened, the revolt turned with special fury against the 
possessions of the Duke of Lancaster, whose sympathies 
with the cause of ecclesiastical reform it definitively extin- 
guished. 

After the suppression of this appalling movement hy a 
party of Order comprehending in it all who had anything 
to lose, a period of reaction ensued. In the reign of 
Eichard II., whichever faction might he in the ascendant, 
and whatever direction the king’s own sympathies may 
have originally taken, the last state of the peasantry was 
without doubt worse than the first. WycHffism as an 
influence rapidly declined with the death of Wyciif him- 
self, as it hardly could but decline, considering the 
absence from his teaching of any tangible system of 
church government ; and Lollardry came to he the 
popular name, or nickname, for any and every form of 
dissent from the existing system. Finally, Henry of 
Lancaster, John of Gaunt’s son, mounted the throne as 
a sort of saviour of society, — a favourite character for 
usurpers to pose In before the applauding assemblage of 
those who claim stake in the country.” Chaucer’s 
contemporary, Gower, whose wisdom was of the kind 
which goes with the times, who was in turn a flatterer of 
Eicbard and (hy the simple expedient of a revised second 
^ a 
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edition of Ms magnum opus) a flatterer of Henry, offers 
better testimony than Chancer to the conservatism of the 
upper classes of Ms age, and to the single-minded anxiety 
for the good times when 

Justice of law is held j 
The privilege of royalty 
Is safe, and all the barony 
Worshipped is in its estate. 

The people stands in obeisance 
Under the rule of governance. 

Chancer is less explicit, and may have been too little 
of a politician by nature to care for preserving an out- 
ward consistency in Ms incidental remarks concerning the 
lower classes. In Ms Clerk's Tale he finds room for a 
very dubious commonplace about the “ stormy people,” its 
levity, untruthfulness, indiscretion, fickleness, and gar- 
rulity, and the folly of putting any trust in it. In his 
Nun's Triesfs Tale he further enlivens one of the liveliest 
descriptions of a hue-and-cry ever put upon paper by a 
direct reference to. the Peasants^ EebeUion : — 

So hideous was the noise, ah henciU ! 

That of a truth Jack Straw, and his meinie 
Not made never shoutes half so shrill, 

When ^hat they any Fleming meant to kill. 

Assuredly, again, there is an unmistakably conservative 
tone iu the Ballad purporting to have been sent by him 
to King Richard, with its refrain as to all being “ lost for 
want of steadfastness,” and its admonition to its sovereign 
to 


shew forth the sword of castigatidn. 

On the other hand, it would he unjust to leave unnoticed 
the passage, at once powerful and touching, in the so called 
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Farson^s Tale (the sermon wMch closes the Canierhiry 
Tales as dmncei left them), in -which certain lords are 
reproached for taking of their "bondmen amercements, 

which might more reasonably he called extortions than 
amercements,'^ while lords in general are commanded to be 
good to their thralls (serfs), because those that they dept’ 
thralls, be God’s people; for humble folks be Christ’s 
friends; they be contnbernially with the Lord.” The 
solitary type, however, of the labouring man proper which 
Chancer, in manifest remembrance of Langland’s allegory, 
prodnees, is one which, bea-ntifnl and affecting as it is, 
has in it a flavour of the comfortable sentiment, that 
things are as they should be. This is — ^not of course the 
Farson himself, of which most signifleant character here- 
after, but — the Farson' s brother, the Floughman, He is 
a true labourer and a good, religious and charitable in 
his life, — and always ready to pay his tithes. In short, 
he is a true Christian, but at the same time the ideal 
rather than the prototype,, if one may so say, of the 
conservative working man. 

Such were some, though of course some only, of the 
general currents of English public life in the latter half — 
Chaucer’s half — of the fourteenth century. Its social 
features were naturally in accordance with the course of 
the national history. In the first |)lace, the slow andt^ 
painful process of amalgamation between the Hermans 
and the English was stili unfinished, though the reign of 
Edward III. went far towards completing what had 
rapidly advanced since the reigns of John and Henry III. 
By the middle of the fourteenth century Englishr'-had ^ 
become, or was just becoming, the common tongue of the 
whole nation. Among the political poems and songs 
preserved from the days of Edward III. and Richard 11, 
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not a single one composed on Englisli soil is written in 
Fxenck Parliament was opened by an English speech 
in the year 1363, and in the previous year the proceedifigs 
in the law courts were ordered to be conducted in the 
native tongue. Yet when Chaucer wrote his Canterbury 
'TaleSy it seems still to have continued the pedantic 
affectation of a profession for its members, like Chaucer’s 
Man of Law, to introduce Erench law-terms into common 
conversation; so that it is natural enough to find the 
Summoner following suit, and interlarding his Tale with 
the Latin scraps picked up by him from the decrees and 
pleadings of the ecclesiastical courts. Meanwhile, mani- 
fold difficulties had delayed or interfered with the fusion 
between the two races, before the victory of the English 
language showed this fusion to have been in substance 
accomplished. One of these difficulties, which has been 
sometimes regarded as fundamental, has doubtless been 
exaggerated by national feeling on either side ; but that 
it existed is not to be denied. Already in those ages the 
national charactef and temperament of French and EngHsh 
differed largely from one another ; though the reasons why 
they so differed, remain a matter of argument. In a 
dialogue, dated ffiom the middle of the fourteenth cen- 
tury, the French interlocutor attributes this difference to 
the respective national beverages ; We are nourished 
with the pure juice of the grape, while naught but the 
dregs is sold to the English, who will take anything for 
liquor that is liquid.” The case is' put with scarcely greater 
politeness by a living French critic of high repute, accord- 
ing to whom the English, still weighted down by Teutonic 
phlegm, were drunken gluttons, agitated at intervals by 
poetic enthusiasm, while the ISTormans, on the other hand, 
lightened hy their transplantation, and by the admixture 
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of a variety of elements, already found the claims ol 
es'prit developing themselves within them. This is an 
explanation which explains nothing— least of all, the 
problem : why the lively strangers should have required 
the contact with insular phlegm in order to receive the 
creative impulse — why, in other words, Il^’orman-French; 
literature should have derived so « enormous an advantage 
from the transplantation of Normans to Enghsh ground. 
But the evil days when the literary labours of English- 
men had been little better than bond-service to the tastes 
of their foreign masters had passed away, since the 
Norman barons had, from whatever motive, invited the 
commons of England to take a share with them in the 
national councils. After this, the question of the relations 
between the two languages, and the wider one of the 
relations between the two nationalities, could only be de- 
cided by the peaceable adjustment of the influences exer- 
cised by the one side upon the other. The Norman noble, 
his ideas, and the expression they found in forms of life 
and literature, had henceforth, so to speak, to stand on 
their merits ; the days of their dominion as a matter 
of course had passed away. 

Together with not a little of their political power, the 
Norman nobles of Chaucer's time had lost something of 
the traditions of their order. Chivalry had not quite come 
to an end with the Crusades ] but it was a difficult task to 
maintain all its laws, written and unwritten, in these de- 
generate days. No laurels were any longer to be gained 
in the Holy Lanfl j and though the campaigns of the 
great German Order against the pagans of Prussia and 
Lithuania attracted the service of many an English 
knight — in the middle of the century, Henry, "iDuke of 
Lancaster, fought there, as his grandson, afterwards Eing 
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Henry IV., did forty years later — yet the substitute was 
hardly adequate in kind. Of the great imedigeYal com- 
panies of Knights^ the most famous had, early in the 
century, perished under charges which were undoubtedly 
in the main foul fictions, but at the same time were only 
' too much in accord with facts betokening an unmistakable 
decay of the true spirit of chiyalry ; before the century 
closed, lawyers were roiling parchments in the halls of the 
Templars hy the Thames. Thus, though the age 
chivalry had not yet ended, its supremacy was already 
on the wane, and its ideal was growing dim. In the 
history of English chivalry the reign of Edward III. is 
memorable, not only for the foundation of our most illus- 
trious order of knighthood, but likewise for many typical 
acts of knightly valour and courtesy, as well on the part 
of the King when in his better days, as on that of his 
heroic son. Yet it cannot be by accident that an un- 
definahle air of the old-fashioned clings to that most 
delightful of all Chaucer’s chaj’acter-sketches, the Kmghi of 
the Canterbury Tnles. His warlike deeds at Alexandria., 
in Prussia, and elsewhere, may be illustrated from those 
of more than one actual knight of the times ; and the 
whole description of him seems founded on one by a 
French poet of King John of Bohemia, who had at least 
the external features of a knight of the old school The 
chivaby, however, which was in fashion as the century 
advanced', was one outwardly far removed from the sturdy 
simplicity of Chaucer’s Knight, and inwardly often rotten 
in more than one vital part. In show and splendour 
a higher point was probably reached in Edward III.’s 
than in any preceding reign. The extravagance in dress 
which prevailed in this period is too well known a 
characteristic of it to need dwelling upon, Sumptuarj 
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laws in vain souglit to restrain this foible j and it rose to 
such a pitch as even to oblige men, lest they should 
be precluded from indulging in gorgeous raiment, to aban- 
don hospitality, a far more amiable species of excess. 
When the kinds of clothing respectively worn by the 
different classes served as distinctions of rank, the display 
of splendour in one class could hardly fail to provoke 
emulation in the others. The long-lived English love for 
“crjdng” colours shows itself amusingly enough in the 
early pictorial representations of several of Chaucer’s Can- 
terbury pilgrims, though in fforidity of apparel, as of 
speech, the youthful Squire bears away the bell : — 


Embroidered was he, as it were a mead 
All Ml of freshest flowers, white and red. 

But of the artificiality and extravagance of the costumes^ 
of these times w’e have direct contemporary evidence, and 
loud contemporary complaints. E'ow, it is the jagged cut of 
the garments, punched and shredded by the man-milliner j 
now, the wide and high collars and the^ong-pointed boots, 
which attract the indignation of the moralist ; at one time 
he inveighs against the ‘^horrible disordinate scantness ” 
of the clothing worn by gallants, at another against the 
outrageous array ” in which ladies love to exhibit their 
charms. The knights’ horses are dei^ked out with not less 
finery than are the knights themselves, with “ curious 
harness, as in -saddles and bridles, cruppers, and breast- 
plates, covered with precious clothing, and with bars and 
plates of gold and silver.'' And though it is hazardous 
to stigmatize the fashions of any one period as specially 
grotesque, yet it is significant of this ago to find the 
feigning court beauty appearing at a tournament robed as 
Queen of the 8nn ; while even a lady from a manufacturing 
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districtj the Wife of Bath, makes the most of her oppor- 
tunities to he seen as well as to see. Her kerchiefs ” 
were full hue ** of texture, and weighed, one might he 
sworn, ten pound — •* 

THat on a Sunday were upon lier head. 

Her hosen too were of fine scarlet red. 

Full straight y-tied, and shoes fall moist and new. 

Upon an ambler easily she sat, 

Y-wimpled well, and on her head a hat, 

As broad as is a bncMer or a targe. 

So, with a foot-mantle round her hips, and a pair of sharp 
spurs on her feet, she looked as defiant as any self- 
conscious Amazon of any period. It might perhaps he 
shown how in more important artistic efforts than fashions 
of dress this age displayed its aversion from simplicity and 
moderation. At all events, the love of the florid and^ 
overloaded declares itself in what we know concerning 
the social life of the nobility, as, for instance, we find that 
life reflected in the^ pages of J'roissart, whose counts and 
lords seem neither to clothe themselves nor to feed them- 
selves, nor to talk, pray, or swear like ordinary mortals. 
The Vows of the Heron, a poem of the earlier part of 
King Edward IM.^s reign, contains a choice collection of 
strenuous knightly oa^^hs ; and in a humbler way the rest 
of the population very naturally imitated the parlance of 
their rulers, and in the words of the ,Barson^s Tale, 
“ dismembered Christ by soul, heart, hones, and hody.^^ 
But there is one very much more • important feature to 
be noticed in the social life of the nobility, for whom 
Chaucer’s poetry must have largely replaced the Freivch 
verse in which they had formerly delighted. The relation 
between knight and lady plays a great part in the history 
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as well as in the literature of the later Plantagenet period ; 
and incontestahly its conceptions of this relation still re- 
tained much of the pure sentiment belonging to the best and 
most fervent times of Christian chivalry. The highest reli- ^ 
gions expression which has ever been given to man’s sense of 
woman’s mission, as his life’s comfort and crown, was still 
a universally dominant belief. To the Blessed Yirgin, King 
Edward III. dedicated his principal religions foundation ; 
and Chaucer, to whatever extent his opinions or senti- 
ments may have been in accordance with ideas of eccle- 
siastical reform, displays a pious devotion towards the 
foremost Saint of the Church. The lyric entitled the 
Praise of Womens in which she is enthusiastically recog- 
nized as the representative of the whole of her sex, is 
generally rejected as not Chaucer’s; but the elaborate 
Orison to the Holy Yirgin,” beginning 

Motlier of God, and Yirgin tindefiled, 

seems to be correctly described as Oratio Gallfridi 
Chaucer ; and in Chaucei^s A, B. Q.^^called La Priere 
de Noire Dame, a translation by him from a French 
original, we have a long address to the Blessed Yirgin in 
twenty-three stanzas, each of which begins with one of the 
letters of the alphabet arranged in proper succession. KTor/ 
apart from this religious sentiment, had men yet altogether 
lost sight of the ideal of true knightly love, destined 
though this ideal was to be obscured in the course of 
time, until at last the Mort dJ Arthure was the favourite 
literary nourishment of the minions and mistresses of 
Edward lY.’s degenerate days, in his Booh of the Duchess 
Chaucer has left us a picture of true knightly love, together 
with one of true maiden purity. The lady celebrated 
in this poem was loth, merely for the sake of coquetting 
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with their exploits, to send her knights npon errands ol 
chivalry— 


into Walacliy, 

To Prussia, and to Tartarj, 

To Alexandria or Turkey. 

And doubtless there was many a gentle knight or squire 
to whom might have been applied the description given 
by the heroine of Chancer^s Troilm and Gressid of hoi 
lover, and of that which attracted her in him 

For trust ye well tkat your estate royal, 

Nor vain delight, nor only worthiness 
Of you in war or tourney martial, 

Nor pomp, array, nobility, riches. 

Of these none made me rue on your distress | 

But moral vi/rtuef grounded upon truthj 
That was the cause I first had on you ruth. 

And gentle heart, and manhood that ye had, 

And that ye had (as methought) in despite 
Everything that tended unto bad, 

As rudeness^ and as popular appetite, 

And that your reason bridled your delight, 

*Twas these did make ’bove every creature 
That I was yours, aud shall while I may ’dure. 

And if trae affecSon under the law still secured the sym- 
pathy of the better-balanced part of society, so the vice of ^ 
those who made war upon female virtue, or the insolence 
of those who falsely boasted of their conquests, stiH in- 
curred its resentment. Among the companies which in 
the Mouse of Marne sought the favour^ of its mistress, 
Chaucer vigorously satirises the would-be-lady-kiliers, 
who were content with the reputation of accomplished 
seducers ; ^nd in Troilm and Gressid a shrewd observei 
exclaims with the utmost vivacity against 
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Saoh. sort of folk, — what shall I clepo them ? what f 

That vaaiit themselves of women, and by name. 

That yet to them ne’er promised this or that, 

Nor knew them, more, in sooth, than mine old hat. 

The same easy bnt sagacious pMiosopiier (Pandarus) ol)« 
serveSj that the harm which is in this world springs as 
often from folly as from malice. But a deeper feeling 
animates the lament of the good Alceste,” in the Pro- 
logue to the Legend of Good Women, that among men the 
betrayal of women is now “ held a game.” So indispnta-*^ 
bly it was already often esteemed, in too close an ac- 
cordance with examples set in the highest places in the 
land. If we are to credit an old tradition, a poem in which 
Chancer narrates the amours of Mars and Venus was written 
by him at the request of J ohn of Gaunt, to celebrate the 
adultery of the duke's sister-in-law with a nobleman, to 
whom the injured kinsman afterwards married one of his 
own daughters ! But nowhere was the deterioration of sen- 
timent on this head more strongly typified than in Edward 
III. himself. The King, who (if the pleasing tale be true 
which gave rise to some beautiful scenes in an old English 
drama) had in his early days royally renounced an un- 
lawful passion for the fair Countess of Salisbury, came to 
he accused of at once violating his cSnjugal duty and 
neglecting his military glory for ''the sake of strange 
women's charms. The founder of the Order of the Garter 
— the device of which enjoined purity even of thought as 
a principle of conduct — died in the hands of a rapacious 
courtesan. Thus, in England, as in France, the ascend-^ 
ancy is gained by ignobler views concerning the relation 
between the sexes, — a relation to which the whole system 
of cMvalry owed a great part of its vitality * and on the 
view of which prevailing in the most infiuential class of 
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any nation, the social health of that nation must in-' 
evitahly in no small measure depend. Meanwhile, the 
artificialities hy means of which in France, up to the 
beginning of the fifteenth century, it was sought to keep 
aliTe an organised system of sentimentality in the social 
dealings between gentlemen and ladies, likewise found 
admission in England, but only in a modified degree. 
Here the fashion in question asserted itself only, or 
chiefly, in our poetic literature, and in the adoption hy it 
of such fancies as the praise and worship of the daisy, with 
which we meet in the Prologue to Chaucer^s Legend of 
Good Women^ and in the Mower and the Leaf, a most 
pleasing poem (suggested hy a French model), which it 
is unfortunately no longer possible bo number among his 
genuine works. The poem of the Court of Love, which 
was likewise long erroneously attributed to him, may he 
the original work of an English author ; but in any case 
its main contents are a mere adaptation of a peculiar 
outgrowth on a foreign soil of conceptions common to 
chivalry in general, « 

Of another force, which in the Middle Ages shared 
with chivalry (though not with it alone) the empire over 
the minds of men, it would certainly he rash to assert that 
its day was passing away in the latter half of the four- 
teenth century. It h^s indeed been pointed out that the 
date at which Wyclif’s career as a reformer may be 
said to have begun almost coincides with that of the 
climax and first decline of feudal chivalry in England. 
But, without seeking to interpret coincidences, we 
know that, though the influence of the Christian Church 
and that of its Eoman branch in particular, has asserted 
and re-assefted itself in various ways and degrees in 
various ages, yet in England, as elsewhere, the epoch 
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of its moral omnipoteiice had come to an end many 
generations before the disruption of its external framework. 
In the fourteenth century men had long ceased to look/ 
for the mediation of the Church between an overbearing 
Crown and a baronage and commonalty eager for the 
maintenance of their rights or for the assertion of their 
claims. On the other hand, the conflicts which still re- 
curred between the temporal power and the Church had 
as little reference as ever to spiritual concerns. Un- 
doubtedly, the authority of the Church over the minds 
of the people still depended in the main upon the spiri- 
tual influence she exercised over them; and the desire 
for a reformation of the Church, which was already 
making itself felt in a gradually widening sphere, was 
by the great majority of those who cherished it held 
perfectly compatible with a recognition of her authority. 
The world, it has been well said, needed an enquiry ex- 
tending over three centuries, in order to learn to walk 
without the aid of the Church of Eome. Wyclif, who 
sought to emancipate the human conscience from reli- 
ance upon any earthly authority intermediate between the 
soul and its Maker, reckoned without his generation ; and 
few, except those with whom audacity took the place 
of argument, followed him to the extreme results of his 
speculations. The Great Schism rather stayed than pro- 
moted the gi'owth of an English feeling against Eome, 
since it was now no longer necessary to acknowledge a 
Pope who seemed the henchman of the arch-foe across 
the narrow seaa 

Eut although the progress" of English sentiment to- 
wards the desire for liberation from Eome was to be 
interrupted by a long and seemingly decisfv'e reaction, 
yet in the fourteenth m in the sixteenth centuiy the 
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most active cause of tlie aMenation of the people from the 
Church was the conduct of the representatives of the 
Church themselves. The Eeformation has most appro- 
priately retained in history a name at first unsuspiciously 
applied to the removal of abuses in the ecclesiastical ad- 
ministration and in the life of the clergy. What aid 
could be derived by those who really hungered for spiritual 
food, or what strength could accrue to the thoughtless 
faith of the light-hearted majority, from many of the most 
common varieties of the English ecclesiastic of the later 
Middle Ages ? Apart from the Italian and other foreign 
holders of English benefices, who left their flocbs to^ be 
tended by deputy, and to be shoin by an army of the 
most offensive kind of tax-gatherers, the native clergy 
included many species, but among them few which, to the 
popular eye, seemed to embody a high ideal of religious 
life. The times had by no means come to an end when 
many of the higher clergy sought to vie with the lay lords 
in warlike prowess. Perhaps the martial Bishop of Nor- 
wich, who, after persecuting the heretics at home, had 
commanded an army of crusaders in Elanders, levied on 
behalf of Pope Urban YI. against the anti-Pope Clement 
YII. and his adherents, was in the poet Gower^s mind 
when he complaijSs that while 

the law is ml^d so, 

That clerks unto the war intend, 

I wot not how they shonld amend 
The woeful world in other things, 

And so make peace between the kings 
After the law of charity, 

Which is the duty properly 
Belonging unto the priesthdod. 

A more general complaint, however, was that directing 
Itself against the extravagance and luxury of life in which 
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the dignified clergy indidged. The cost of these un- 
spiiitual pleasures the great prelates had ample means foi 
defraying in the revenues of their sees; while lesser digni- 
taries had to he active in levying their dues or the fines 
of their courts, lest everything should fiow into the recep- 
tacles of their superiors. So in Chaucer's Friar^s Tak 
an unfriendly Eegular says of an archdeacon, — 

For smalle tithes and for small offering 

He made the people piteously to sing. 

For ere the bishop caught them on his hook. 

They were down in the archedeacon's book. 

As a matter of course, the worthy who filled the office of 
Summoner to the court of the archdeacon in question, had 
a keen eye for the profitable improprieties subject to its 
penalties, and was aided in his efforts by the professional 
abettors of vice whom he kept ready to his hand." ISTor 
is it strange that the undisguised worldliness of many 
members of the clerical profession should have reproduced 
itself in other lay subordinates, even in the parish clerks, 
at all times apt to copy their betters^ though we would 
fein hope such was not the case with the parish clerk, 
^Hhe jolly Absalom ” of the Miller's Tale. The love of 
gold had corrupted the acknowledged chief guardians of in- 
corruptible treasures, even though few may have avowed 
this love as openly as the ^ridle" Ganm, whose Yeoman had 
so strange a tale to tell to the Canterbury pilgrims concern- 
ing Ms master's. absorbing devotion to the problem of the 
multiplication of gold. To what a point the popular dis- 
content with the vices of the higher secular clergy had 
advanced in the last decennium bf the century, may be seen 
from the poem called the Qomjglaint of the Ploughman-^ 
a production pretending to be by the same hand which m 
the Vision had dwelt on the sufferings of the people and 
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on tlie sinfulness of the ruling classes. Justly or unjustly^ 
the indictment was brought against the priests of being 
the agents of every evil influence among the people^ the 
soldiers of an army of which the true head was not Godj 
but Belial, 

^ In earlier days the Church had known how to corapeu' 
sate the people for the secular clergy's neglect, or imperfect 
performance, of its duties. But in no respect had the 
ecclesiastical world more changed than in this. The 
older monastic Orders had long since lost themselves in ‘ 
unconcealed worldliness 3 how, for instance, had the 
Benedictines chaiiged their character since the remote 
times when their Order had been the principal agent in 
revivifying the religion of the land ! hTow, they were 
taunted with their very name, as having been bestowed 
upon them by antiphrasis,'^ i. e. by contraries. Brom 
many of their monasteries, and from the inmates who 
dwelt in these comfortable halls, had vanished even all 
pretence of disguise. Chaucer’s MonJc paid no attention 
to the rule of St. Benedict, and of his disciple St, Maur, 

Because that it was old and somewhat strait ; 

and preferred to fall in with the notions of later times. He 
was an ** outrider, that loved venery,’^ and whom his 
tastes and capabilities would have well qualified for the 
dignified post of abbot. He had ^‘full many a dainty 
horse ” in his stable, and the swiftest of greyhounds to 
hoot ; and rode forth gaily, clad in superfine furs and a 
hood elegantly fastened with a gold pin, ^nd tied into a 
love-knot at the greater end,” while the bridle of his 
steed jingled as if its rider had been as good a knight as 
any of theJoi — ^this last, by the way, a mark of ostentation 
against which Wyclif takes occasion specially to inveigh. 
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TMs Monlc (and Ciiaiicer must say that he was wise in Ms 
generation) could not understand why he should study 
books and unhinge Ms mind by the effort ; life was not 
worth having at the price j and no one knew better to 
what use to put the pleasing gift of existence. Hence 
mine host of the Tahard, a very competent critic, had 
reason for the opinion which he communicated to the 
Monk : — 

It is a noble pasture where thou go’st ; 

Thou art not like a penitent or ghost. 

In the Orders of nuns, certain corresponding features were 
becoming usual But little in the way of religious guidance 
could fall to the lot of a sisterhood presided over by sucb 
a Prioress as Chaucer's Madame Eglantine, whose miud — 
possibly because her nunnery fuMled the functions of a 
finisMng school for young ladies — was mainly devoted to 
Erench and deportment, or by such a one as the Mstorical 
Lady Juliana Berners, of a rather later date, whose leisure 
hours produced treatises on hunting aiid hawking, and 
who would probably have on behalf of her own sex echoed 
the MonPs contempt for the prejudice against the partici- 
pation of the Keligious in field-sports : — 

He gave not for that text a pulled hen 

That saith, that hunters be no'' holy men. 

On the other hand, neither did the Mendicant Orders, 
instituted at a later date purposely to supply what the 
older Orders, as well as the secular clergy, seemed to have 
grown incapable of furnishing, any longer satisfy the reason 
of their being. In the fourteenth century the Dominicans 
or Black Friars, who at London dwelt in such magnificence 
that king and Parliament often preferred a sojourn with 
them to abiding at Westminster, had in general grown 
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accustomed to concentrate their activity upon the spiritual 
diiection of the higher classes. But though they counted 
among them Englishmen of eminence (one of these was 
Chaucer^s friend, ‘Hhe philosophical Strode’^), they in 
truth never played a more than secondary part in this 
'country, to whose soil the delicate machinery of the In- 
quisition, of which they were hy choice the managers, was 
never congenial. Of far greater importance for the popu- 
lation of England at large was the Order of the Franciscans 
or (as they were here wont to call themselves or to he called) 
Minorites or Grey Friars. To them the poor had habitu- 
ally looked for domestic ministrations, and for the inspir- 
ing and consoling eloquence of the pulpit ; and they had 
carried their labours into the midst of the suffering 
population, not afraid of association with that poverty 
which they were hy their vow themselves hound to espouse, 
or of contact with the horrors of leprosy and the plague. 
Departing from the short-sighted policy of their illus- 
trious founder, they had become a learned, as well as 
a ministering and preaching Order ; and it was precisely 
from among them that, at Oxford and elsewhere, sprang a 
succession of learned monks, whose names are inseparably 
connected with some of the earliest English growths of phi- 
losophical speculation and scientific research. iJlor is it pos- 
sible to doubt that in the middle of the thirteenth century 
the monks of this Order at Oxford had exercised an appre- 
ciable influence upon the heginnmgs of a political struggle 
of unequalled importance for the progress of our constitu- 
tional life. But in the Franciscans also the fourteenth 
century witnessed a change, which may he descrihed as a 
gradual loss of the qualities for which they had ^ been 
honourably distinguished ; and in England, as elsewhere, 
the spirit of the words which Dante puts into the mouth 
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of St. Francis of Assisi was being verified by bis degenerate 
sMldren : — 


So soft is flesh of mortals, that on earth 

A good beginning doth no longer last 

Than while an oak may bring its ftnit to birth. 

Outwardly, indeed, the Grey Friars might still often seem 
what their predecessors had been, and might thus retain 
a powerful infiuence over the unthinking crowd, and to 
sheer worldlings appear as heretofore to represent a trouble- 
some memento of unexciting religious obligations; Preach 
not/^ says Chaucer’s Host^ 

“ as friars do in Lent, 

That they for our old sins may make ns weep, 

Nor in such wise thy tale make ns to sleep,** 

But in general men were beginning to suspect the motives 
as well as to deride the practices of the Friars, to accuse 
them of lying against St. Francis, and to desiderate for 
them an actual abode of fire, resembling that of whi^h in 
their favourite religious shows they wes?e wont to present 
the mimic semblance to the multitude. It was they who 
became in England as elsewhere the purveyors of charms 
and the organisers of pious frauds, while the learning fox 
which their Order had been famous was^rithering away 
into the yellow leaf of scholasticism. The Friar in general 
became the common butt of literary satire ; and though 
the populace still remained true to its favourite guides, a 
reaction was taking place in favour of the secular as against 
the regular clergy in the sympathies of the higher classes, 
and in the spheres of society rnost open to intellectual 
influences. The monks and the London multitude were 
atone time united against John of Gaunt, but it was 
from the ranks of the secular clergy that Wyclif came 
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fortb. to cballenge the ascendancy of Franciscan scholas- 
ticism in Ms nidversity. Meanwhile the poet who in the 
Poor Parson of the Town paints Ms ideal of a Clmstian 
minister — simple, poor, and devoted to Ms holy work, — 
has notMng "^nt contempt for the friars at large, and foi 
the whole machinery worked by them, half effete, and 
half spasmodic, and altogether sham. In King Arthur’s 
time, says that accnrate and unprejudiced observer the 
Wife of Bath, the land was ffiled with fairies — now it is 
filled with friars as tMck as motes in the beam of the sun. 
Among them there is the Pardoner, L o. seller of pardons 
(indulgences) — with Ms ‘^haughty” sermons, delivered ‘*by 
rote ” to congregation after congregation in the self-same 
words, and everywhere accompanied by the self-same tricks 
of anecdotes and jokes, — with his Papal credentials, and 
with the pardons he has brought from Eome all hot,” — 
and with precious relics to rejoice the hearts of the faithful, 
and to fill Ms own pockets with the proceeds : to wit, a 
pillowcase covered with the v^iL of Our Lady, and a piece 
of the sail of the skip in which St. Peter went out fishing 
on th^Lake of Gennesareth. This worthy, who lays bare his 
own motives with unparalleled cynical brutality, is mani- 
festly drawn from the life ; — or the portrait could not have 
been accepted wSiich was presented alike by Chaucer, and 
by Ms contemporary "Langland, and (a century and a haK 
later) in the plagiarism of the orthodox Catholic John 
Heywood. There, again, is the Idmitowr^, a fciar licensed 
to beg, and to hear confession and grant absolution, witMn 
the limits of a certain district. He is described by Chaucer 
with so much humour, that one can hardly suspect much 
exaggeration in the sketch. In him we have the tmly 
popular ecfblesiastie who springs from the people, lives 
among the people, and feels with the people. He is the 
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true friend of tke poor, and being sncli, has, as one might 
say, his finger in every pie ; for a fly and a friar will fall 
in every dish and every business.” His readily-proffered 
arbitration settles the differences of the humbler classes 
at the ‘‘love-days,” a favourite popular practice noted 
already in the Vision of Langland ; nor is he a niggard 
of the mercies which he is privileged to dispense : — 

Full sweetly did lie hear confession, 

And pleasant was Ms absolution. 

He was an easy man to give penance, 

Wbereso wist to bave a good pittance j 
For nnto a poor Order for to give, 

Is signe that a man is well y-sbrive ; 

For if be gave, be dtirste make a vaunt 
He wiste that a man was repentant. 

For many a man so bard is of bis heart 
He can not weep altbongb be sorely smart. 

Therefore instead of weeping and of prayers 
Men must give silver to the poore Freres. 

Already in the ^French Roman de la Rose the rivalry 
between the Friars and tbe Parish Priests is the theme of 
much satire, evidently unfavourable to the formes^ and 
favourable to tbe latter ; but in England, where Langland 
likewise dwells upon the jealousy between them, it was 
specially accentuated by the assaults of Wyclif upon 
the Mendicant Orders. Wy cliffs Simple Priests, who 
at first ministered with the approval of the Bishops, 
differed from the Mendicants, first by not being beggars, 
and secondly by being poor. They might perhaps have 
themselves ultimately played tl;?.e part of a new Order 
in England, had not Wyclif himseK by rejecting the 
cardinal dogma of the Church severed these* followers 
of his from its organism and brought about their suppres- 
sion. The question as to Chaucer’'s own attitude towards 
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tlie Wycliffite moyement will "be more conveniently 
tonclied upon below ; but the tone is unmistakable of tbe 
references or allusions to Lollardry wbicb be occasionally 
introduces into tbe moutb of bis Host^ whose voice is 
that vox pojpuli wbicb tbe upper and middle classes so 
often arrogate to tbemseives. Whatever those classes 
might desire, it was not to have cockle sown ” by un- 
authorised intruders in tbe corn ” of their ordinary 
instruction. Thus there is a tone of genuine attachment 
to the vested interest principle, and of aversion from 
all such interlopers as lay preachers and the like, in the 
Hosfs exclamation, uttered after the Reeve has been (in 
bis own style) sermoning ” on the topic of old age : — 

"What availeth all this wit ? 

"What ? should we speak all day of Holy Writ P 

The devil surely made a reeve to preach 5 

for which he is as well suited as a cobbler would be for 
turning mariner or physician*! 

/ Thus, then, in^the England of Chauceris days we find 
the Church still in possession of vast temporal wealth 
and of great power and privileges, — as well as of means for 
enforcing unity^of profession which the legislation of the 
Lancastrian dynasty, stimulated by the prevailing fears of 
heresy, was still further to increase. On the other hand, 
we find the influence of the clergy over the minds of the 
people diminished though not extinguished. This was, 
in the case of the higher secular clergy, partly attributable 
to their self-indulgence or neglect of their functions, partly 
to their having been largely superseded by the Eegulars 
in the control of the religious life of the people. “ The 
Orders we find no longer at the height of their influence, 
but stni powerful by their wealth, their numbers, their 
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traditional hold upon the lower classes, and their deter- 
mination to retain this hold even hj hahitnally resorting 
to the most dnhions of methods. Lastly, we find in the 
lower secular clergy, and doubtless may also assume it to 
have lingered among some of the regular, some of the salt 
left whose savour consists in a single-minded and humble 
resolution to maintain the highest standard of a religious 
Hfe. But such ** clerks ” as these are at no times the most 
easily found, because it is not they who are always running 
**unto London, unto St. Paul’s” on urgent private 
affaijTs. What wonder, that the real teaching of Wyclif, 
of which the full significance could hardly he understood, 
but by a select few, should have virtually fallen dead 
upon his generation, to which the various agitations and 
agitators, often mingling ideas of religious reform with 
social and political grievances, seemed to be identical in 
character and alike to require suppression 1 La truth, of 
course, these movements and their agents were often very 
difierent from one another in their ends, and were not to 
he suppressed by the same processes. ^ 

It should not he forgotten that in this century learning 
was, though only very gradually, ceasing to be a posses- 
sion of the clergy alone. Much doubt remains as to the 
extent of education — if a Httle reading^^and less writing 
deserve the name — among the higlieh classes in this period 
of our national life. A cheering sign appears in the cir- 
cumstance that" the legal deeds of this age begin to hear 
signatures, and a reference to John of Trevisa would bear 
out Hallam’s conjecture, that in the year 1400 ^Hhe average 
instruction of an English gentleman of the first class would 
comprehend common reading and writing, a considerable 
knowledge of Erench, and a slight tincture* of Latin.” 
Certain it is that in this century the barren teaching of 
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the Universities advanced bnt little towards the trae end 
of all academical teaching— the enconrageineiit and spread 
of the highest forms of national cnitiireo To what nse 
could a gentleman of Edward III/s or Eichard II.^s day 
have put the acquirements of a Cleric of Oxenford in 
Aristotelian logic, supplemented perhaps by a knowledge oi 
Priscian, and the rhetorical works of Cicero 1 Chaucer^s 
scholar, however much his learned modesty of manner and 
sententious brevity of speech may commend him to oui 
sympathy and taste, is a man wholly out of the world in 
which he lives, though a dependent on its charity even 
for the means with which to purchase more of his beloved 
books. Probably no trustworthier conclusions as to 
the literary learning and studies of those days are to be 
derived from any other source than from a comparison 
of the few catalogues of contemporary libraries remain- 
ing to us ; and these help to show that the century was 
approaching its close before a few sparse rays of the 
first dawn of the Italian Eenascence reached England. 
But this ray wap communicated neither through the 
clergy nor through the Universities ; and such influence 
as was exercised by it upon the national mind, was 
directly due to profane poets, — men of the world, who like 
Chaucer quoted^authorities even more abundantly than 
they used them, and made some of their happiest dis- 
coveries after the fashion in which the Oxford Ulerk 
came across Petrarch's Latin version of the story of 
Patient Grissel : as it were by accident. There is only 
too ample a justification for leaving aside the records of 
the* history of learning in'England during the latter half 
of the fourteenth century in any sketch of the main'in- 
fluences wMch in that period determined or affected the 
national progress. It was not by his theological learning 
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that Wyclif was hrought into iiTing contact with the 
current of popular thought and feeling. The Uni-versities 
were thriving exceedingly on the scholastic glories of 
previous ages ; hut the ascendancy was passing away to 
which Oxford had attained over Paris — during the earlier 
middle ages, and again in the fifteenth century until the 
advent of the E-enascence, the central university of Europe 
in the favourite study of scholastic philosophy and theology. 

But we must turn from particular classes and ranks of 
men to the whole body of the population, exclusively of 
that ^ great section of it which unhappily lay outside the 
observation of any but a very few writers— whether poets or 
historians. In the people at large we may, indeed, easily 
discern in this period the signs of an advance towards 
that seH-govemment which is the true foundation of our 
national greatness. But on the other hand it is impossible 
not to observe how, while the moral ideas of the people 
were still under the control of the Church, the State i®, 
its turn still ubiquitously interfered in the settlement of 
the conditions of social existence, fixing^rices, controlling 
personal expenditure, regulating wages. ETot until Eng- 
land had fully attained to the character of a commercial 
country, which it was coming gradually to assume, did 
its iahabitants begin to understand the value of that 
which has gradually come to distinguish ours among 
the nations of Europe, viz. the right of individual Engt 
lishmen, as well -as of the English people, to manage their 
own affairs for themselves. This may help to explain 
what can hardly^faii to strike a reader of Chaucer and of 
the few contemporary remains of our literature. About 
our national life in this period, both in its virtues and in 
its vices, there is something— it matters little whether we 
caM it— ciuidlik© or childish; in its ‘‘apert” if not in 
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its privy” sides it lacks the seriousness helonging to 
men and to generations, who have learnt to co23trol thein» 
selves, instead of relying on the control of others. 

In illustration of this assertion, appeal might be made 
to several of the most salient features in the social life of 
the period. The extravagant expenditure in dress, fostered 
by a love of pageantry of various kinds encouraged by 
both chivalry and the Church, has been already referred 
to ; it was by no means distinctive of any one class of 
the population. Among the friars who went about 
preaching homilies on the people’s favourite vices ^some 
humorous rogues may, like the Fardoner of the Canter-^ 
hury Tales, have made a point of treating their own 
favourite vice as their one and unchangeable text 

My theme is always one, and eyer was i 

Radix malorum est cwpiditas. 

But others preferred to dwell on specifically lay sins ; and 
these moralists occasionally attributed to the love of expem 
diture on dress tke impoverishment of the kingdom, for- 
getting m their ignorance of political economy and defiance 
of common sense, that this result was really due to the 
endless foreign^ wars. Yet in contrast with the pomp 
and ceremony of life, upon which so great an amount of 
money and time and thought was wasted, are noticeable 
shortcomings by no means uncommon in the case of 
undeveloped civilisations (as for instance among the most 
typically childish or childlike nationalities of the Europe 
of our own day), viz. discomfort and uircleanliness of all 
sorts. To this may be added the excessive fondness for 
sports and pastimes of all kinds, in which nations are 
aptest to indulge before or after the era of their highest 
efforts, — the desire to make hfe one long holiday, dividing 
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it between tournaments and tlie dalliance of courts of love^ 
or between arcbery-meetings (skilfully substituted by 
royal command for less useful exercises), and tbe seductive 
company of ^‘tumblers,” ‘fruiterers,” and “waferers.” 
Furtbermore, one may notice in all classes a far from eradi- 
cated inclination to superstitions of every kind, — wbetbei 
those encouraged or those discouraged ’ by tbe Church, — 
an inclination unfortunately fostered rather than checked 
by the uncertain gropings of contemporary science. Hence^ 
the credulous acceptance of relics like those sold by the 
IPardmer^ and of legends like those related to Chaucer’s 
Pilgrims by the JPrioress (one of the numerous repeti- 
tions of a cruel calumny against the Jews), and by the 
Second Nun (the supra-sensual story of Saint Cecilia). 
Hence, on the other hand, the greedy hunger for the mar- 
vels of astrology and alchemy, notwithstanding the grow- 
ing scepticism even of members of a class represented 
by Chaucer’s Franltlin towards 

sudhi folly 

As in OUT days is rot held worth a fly, 

and notwithstanding the exposure of fraud by repentant or 
sickened accomplices, such as the gold-making Canoris 
Yeoman, Hence, again, the vitality of such quasi-scientific 
fancies as the magic mirror, of which ihiraculous instrument 
the Squire^s “ half- told story ” describes a specimen, refer- 
ring to the incontestable authority of Ajcistotle and others, 
who write “ in their lives ” concerniug quaint mirrors and 
perspective glasses, as is well known to those who liave 
‘‘ heard the books ” of these sageS. Hence, finally, the cbiv 

^ For holy Church’s faith, in onr belief, 

Suflereth no illusion us to grieve. 

The Fr(mhUn*$ Tale, 
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responding tendency to eschew the consideration of seriong ^ 
religions questions, and to lea¥e them to clerks, as if they 
were crabbed problems of theology. For in truth, while 
the most fertile and fertilising ideas of the Middle Ages 
had exhausted, or were rapidly coming to exhaust, their 
influence upon the people, the forms of the doctrines of 
the Church — even of the most stimulative as well as of 
the most solemn among them, — ^had grown hard and stiff. 
To those who received if not to those who taught these 
doctrines they seemed alike hfeiess, unless translated into 
the terms of the merest earthly transactions or the. lan- 
guage of purely human relations. And thus, paradoxical 
as it might seem, cool-headed and conscientious rulers of 
the Church thought themselves on occasion called upon 
to restrain rather than to stimulate the religious ardour 
of the multitude — ^fed as the flame was by very various 
materials. Perhaps no more characteristic narrative has 
come down to us from the age of the poet of the Canter- 
bury Tales, than the story of Bishop (afterwards Arch- 
bishop) Sudbury tod the Canterbury Pilgrims. In the 
year 1370 the land was agitated throngh its length and 
breadth, on the occasion of the fourth jubilee of the 
national saiut, Thomas the Martyr. The pilgrims were 
streaming in numbers along the familiar Kentish road, 
when, on the very vigil of the feast, one of their companies 
was accidentally met by the Bishop of London. They 
demanded his blessing ; but to their astoMshment and in- 
dignation he seized the occasion to read a lesson to the 
crowd on the uselessness to unrepentant sinners of the 
plenary indulgences, for the sake of which they were 
wending their way to the Martyr’s shriue. The rage ol 
the multitude found a mouthpiece in a soldier, who lotidly 
upbraided the Bishop for stirring up the people against 
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SL Thomas^ and warned Mm that a shameful death would 
befall biTTi in consequence. The multitude shouted Am&ih 
-™-aiid one is left to wonder whether any of the pious pil« 
grims who resented Bishop Sudbury’s manly truthfulnessj 
swelled the mob which eleven years later butchered the 
plunderer,” as it called Mm, “of the Commons.” It is’ 
such glimpses as tHs wliich show us how important the 
Church had become towards the people. Worse was to’ 
ensue before the better came ; in the meantime, the nation 
was in that stage of its existence when the innocence of 
the child was fast losing itself, without the self-control 
of the man having yet taken its place. 

But the heart of England was sound the while. Tbe" 
national spirit of enterprise was not dead in any class, 
from knight to sMpman j and faithfulness and chastity in 
woman were still esteemed the Mghest though not the 
universal virtues of her sex. The value of such evidence 
as the mind of a great poet speaking in his works fur- 
nishes for a knowledge of the times to which he belongs 
is inestimable. For it shows us what hai? survived, as well 
as what was doomed to decay, in the life of the nation 
with wMch that mind was in sensitive sympathy. And 
it therefore seemed not inappropriate to aj^proach, in the 
first instance, fcom this point of view the subject of tMs 
biographical essay, — Chaucer, “the poet of the dawn.” 
For in Mm there are many things significant of the age 
of transition in which he lived ; in Mm the mixture of 
Frenchman and Englishman is still in a sense incomplete, 
as that of their Mnguage is in the diction of his poems. 
His gaiety of heart is hardly English ; nor is Ms willing 
(though, to be sure, not invariably unquestionmg) accep- 
tance of forms into the inner meaning of wMch he does 
not greatly vex Ms soul by entering ; nor Ms airy way of 
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ridiciiling what he has iso intention of helping to over^ 
throw ; nor his light unconcern in the question whether 
he is^ or is not, an immoral writer. Or, at least, in ah 
of these things he has no share in qualities and tendencies, 
which influences and conflicts unknown to and unforeseen 
hy him may he safely said to have ultimately made 
characteristic of Englishmen. But he is English in his 
freedom and frankness of spirit ; in his manliness of mind ; 
in his preference for the good in things as they are to the 
good in things as they might be ; in his loyalty, his piety, 
his truthfulness. Of the great movement which was to 
mould the national character for at least a long series of 
generations he displays no serious foreknowledge ; and of 
the elements already preparing to affect the course of that 
movement he shows a very incomplete consciousness. But 
of the health and strength which, after struggles many and 
various, made that movement possible and made it victo- 
rious, he, more than any one of his contemporaries, is the 
Mving type and the speakiag witness. Thus, like the 
times to which h«5 belongs, he stands half in and half out 
of the Middle Ages, half in and haK out of a phase of our 
national life, which we can never hope to understand more 
than partially and imperfectly. And it is this, taken to- 
gether with the fact that he is the first English poet to 
read whom is to enjoy him, and that he garnished not only 
our language but our literature with blossoms still adorn- 
ing them in vernal freshness, — ^which -makes Chaucer’s 
figure so unique a one in the gallery of our great English 
writers, and gives to his works an interesi^ so inexhaustible 
for the historical as welFas for the Hterary student. 
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ohauobr’s life anb tobks* 

Something lias been already said as to the conflict ol 
opinion concerning the period of Geoffrey Chaucer’s birth, 
the precise date of which is very unlikely e-ver to be ascer- 
tained. A better fortune has attended the anxious en- 
quiries which in his case, as in those of other great men 
have been directed to the very secondary question of 
ancestry and descent, — a question to which, in the abstract 
at all events, no man ever attached less importance than 
he. Although the name Chaucer is (according to Thynne), 
to be found on the lists of Battle Al^hey, this no more 
proves that the poet himself came of high parage,*’ than 
the reverse is to be concluded from the nature of his coat- 
of-arms, which Speght thought must have been taken out 
of the 27th and 28th Propositions of the First Book of 
Euclid. Many a warrior of the JSTdrman Conquest was 
known to his comrades only by the name of the trade 
which he had plied in some French or Flemish town, 
before he attached himself a volunteer to Duke William’s 
holy and lucrative expedition ; and it is doubtful whether 
even in the fourteenth century the name Le Chaucer Is, 
wherever it occurs in London, used as a surname, or 
whether in some instances it is not merely a designation 
of the owner’s trade. Thus we should not be justified in 
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assraning a, f rench. origin for the fanuly from wMch 
Eiohard I0 Chancer, whom we know to have been the 
poet’s grandfather, was descended. Whether or not he 
was at any time a shoemaker {chancier ^ maker of chamses)^ 
and accordingly belonged to a gentle craft otherwise not 
unassociated with the history of poetry, Eichard was 
a citizen of London, and vintner, like Ms son John after 
Mm. John Chaucer, whose wife’s Christian name may be 
with tolerable safety set down as Agnes, owned a house 
in Thames Street, London, not far from the arch on which 
modem pilgrims pass by rail to Canterbury or beyond, 
and in the neighbourhood of the great bridge, wMch in 
Chaucer’s own day, emptied its travellers on their errands, 
sacred or profane, into the great Southern road, the Via 
'Appia of England. The house afterwards descended to 
John’s son, Geoffeby, who released his right to it by 
deed in the year 1 380. Chaucer’s father was probably a 
man of some substance, the most usual personal recom- 
mendation to great people in one of Ms class. Eor he 
was at least temporarily connected with the Court, in- 
asmuch as he attended King Edward IIL and Queen 
Philippa on the memorable journey to Flanders and 
Germany, in the course of which the English monarch 
was proclaimed Vicar of the Holy Eoman Empire on the 
left bank of the Ehine. John Chaucer died in 1366, and 
in course of time Ms widow married another citizen and 
vintner. Thomas Heyroun, John Chaucer’s brother of 
the half-blood, was likewise a member of the same trade ; 
so that the young Geofhey was certainly not brought up 
in An atmosphere of abstinence. The Most of the Oanter- 
hury Tales, though he takes Ms name from an actual 
personage, may therefore have in him touches of a family 
portrait ; but Chaucer himself nowhere displays any traces 
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of a hereditary devotion to BaccliuSj and makes so expe- 
rienced a practitioner as the JPardoner the mouthpiece 
of as witty an invective against drunkenness as has been 
uttered by any assailant of our existing licensing laws. 
Chaucer’s own practice as well as his opinion on this head 
is sufficiently expressed in the characteristic words he* 
puts into the mouth of Cressid : — 

In every thing, I wot, there lies measure s 
For though a man forbid all drunkenness, 

He biddeth not that every creature 
Be drinkless altogether, as I guess. 

Of Geohrey Chaucer we know nothing whatever from 
the day of his birth (whenever it befell) to the year 1357. 
His earlier biographers, who supposed him to have been 
born in 1328, had accordingly a fair held open for con- 
jecture and speculation. Here it must suffice to risk the 
asseveration, that he cannot have accompanied his father 
to Cologne in 1338, and on that occasion have been hrst 
“taken notice of” by king and queen, if he was not 
born till two or more years afterwards. on the other 
hand, he was born in 1328, both events may have taken 
place. On neither supposition is there any reason for 
believing that he studied at one — or at both — of our 
English Universities. The poem cannot be accepted as 
Chaucerian, the author of which (very possibly by a 
mere dramatic assumption) declares : — 

PHlogenet I call’d am far and near, 

Of Oambridge clerk ; 

nor can any weight be attached to the circumstance that 
the CUrh^ who is one of the most delightful figueps among 
„ the Canterbury Pilgrims, is an Oxonian. The enticing 
enquiry as to wMch of the sister Universities may claim 
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Cliaiicer as her own must, therefore, he allowed to drop, 
together with the subsidiary question, whether stronger 
eYidence of local colouring is furnished by the Miller^s 
picture of the life of a poor scholar in lodgings at 
Oxford, 01 by the Meeve^s rival namtive of the results of 
'a Trumpington walk taken by two undergraduates of the 
“Soler Hall” at Cambridge. Equally baseless is the 
supposition of one of Chaucer’s earliest hiographeis, that 
he completed his academical studies at Paris — and equally 
futile the concomitant fiction that in France he acquired 
much applause by his literary exercises.” Finally, we 
have the tradition that he was a member of the Inner 
Temple — which is a conclusion deduced from a piece of 
genial scandal as to a record having been seen in that Ttiti 
of a fine imposed upon him for beating a friar in Fleet- 
street . This story was early placed by Thj’nne on the horns 
of a sufficiently decisive dilemma : in the days of Chaucer’s 
youth, lawyers had not yet been admitted into the 
Temple ; and in the days of his maturity he is not very 
likely to have been found engaged in battery in a London 
thoroughfare. 

We now desert the region of groundless conjecture, in 
order with the year 1357 to arrive at a firm though not very 
broad footing of facts. In this year, Geoffrey Chaucer ” 
(whom it would he too great an effort of scepticism to 
suppose to have been merely a namesake of the poet) is 
mentioned in the Household Book of Elizabeth Countess 
of Ulster, wife of Prince Lionel (third son of King 
Edward III., and afterwards Duke of Clarence), as a re- 
cipient of certain articles of apparel. Two similar notices 
of his name occur up to the year 1359. He is- hence 
concluded to have belonged to Prince Lionel’s establish- 
ment as squire or page to the Lady Elimbeth ; and it was 
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probably in tbe Prince^'s retinue that lie took part in tlii 
expedifcion of King Edward III. into Erance, wMcb 
began at tbe close of tbe year 1359 with tbe inefiectual 
siege of Ebeims^ and in tbe next year, after a futile 
attempt upon Pa-ris^ ended witb tbe compromise of tbe 
Peace of BiAtigny. In tbe course of tbis campaign' 
Cbaucer was taken prisoner ; but be was released without 
mucb loss of timej as appears by a document bearing date 
March 1st, 1360, in wMcb the king contributes the sum 
of 16^. for Chaucer’s ransom. We may therefore con- 
elude ^ that he missed the march upon Paris, and the 
sufferings undergone by the English army on their road 
thence to Chartres — the most exciting experiences of an 
inglorious campaign ; and that he was actually set free by 
the Peace. When, in the year 1367, we next meet with 
his name in authentic records, his earliest known patron, 
the Lady Elizabeth, is dead ; and he has passed out of 
the service of Prince Lionel into that of King Edward 
himseK, as Yalet of whose , Chamber or household he 
receives a yearly salary for life of twenty marks, for his 
former and future services. Very possibly he had quitted 
Prince Lionel’s service when in 1361 that Prince had by 
reason of his marriage with the heiress of Ulster been 
appointed to the Irish government by his father, who was 
supposed at one time to have destined fiim for the Scottish 
throne. 

Concerning the doings of Chaucer in the interval 
between Ms liberation from Ms French captivity and tb© 
first notice of Mqi as Valet of tbe King’s Chamber we 
know notMng at alL Buring these years, however, no 
less important a personal event than his marriage was by 
earlier biographers supposed to have occurredT On the 
other hand, according to the view wMch commends itself 
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to several eminent living commentators of the poet^ it was 
not conrtsMp and marriage, but a hopeless and unrequited 
passion, which absorbed these years of his life. Certain 
stanzas in which, as they think, he gave utterance to this 
passion are by them ascribed to one of these years ; so that 
if their view were correct, the poem in question would 
have to be regarded as the earliest of his extant pro- 
ductions. The problem which we have indicated must 
detain us for a moment. 

It is attested by documentary evidence, that in the year 
1374, Chaucer had a wife by name Philippa, who had been 
in the service of J ohn of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, and 
of his Duchess (doubtless his second wife, Constance), as 
well as in that of his mother the good Queen PhOippa, 
and who, on several occasions afterwards, besides special 
new year’s gifts of silver-gilt cups from the Duke, received 
her annual pension of ten marks through her husband. It 
is likewise proved tbat, in 1366, a pension of ten marks 
was granted to a Philippa Chaucer, one of the ladies of 
the Queen’s Chaipher. Obviously, it is a highly probable 
assumption that these two Philippa Chaucers were one 
and the same person ; hut in the absence of any direct proof 
it is impossible to affirm as certain, or to deny as de- 
monstrably uiTcrue, that the Philippa Chaucer of 1366 
owed her surname to marriage. Yet the view was long 
held, and is still maintained by writers of knowledge 
and insight, that the Philippa of 1366 was at that date 
Chaucer’s wife. In or before that year he married, it was 
said, Philippa Poet, daughter of Sir Paon de Eoet of 
Hainault, Guienne Eling^of Arms, who came to England in 
Queen PhOippa’s retinue in 1328. This tradition derived 
special si^iEcance fcom the fact that another daughter of 
Sir Paon, Katharine, widow of Sir Hugh Swynford, wm 
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successively governesB, mistress, and (third) -wife to the 
Duke of Lancaster, to whose service both Geoffrey and 
PMHppa Chaucer were at one time attached. It was 
apparently founded on the circumstance that Thomas 
Chaucer, the supposed son of the poet, quartered the Eoet 
ams with his own. But unfortunately there is no evidence’ 
to show that Thomas Chaucer was a son of Geoffrey ; and 
the superstructure must needs vanish with its basis. It 
being then no longer indispensable to assume Chaucer to 
have been a married man in 1366, the Philippa Chaucer 
of that year ma^ have been only a namesake, and possibly 
a relative, of Geoffrey ; for there were other Chaucers in 
London besides him and his father (who died this year), 
and one Chaucer at least has been found who was well-to-do 
enough to have a Damsel of the Queeff s Chamber for his 
daughter in these certainly not very exclusive times,, 

There is accordingly no j)roo/ that Chaucer was a married 
man before 1374, when he is known to have received a 
pension for his own and his wife's services. But with 
this negative result we are asked not to be poor-spirited 
enough to rest content. At the opening of his Boo/c of 
the Duchess^ a poem certainly written towards the end of 
the year 1369, Chaucer makes use of certain expressions, 
both very pathetic and very definite. The most obvious 
interpretation of the lines in question seems to be that they 
contain the confession of a hopeless passion, which has 
lasted for eight years — a confession which certainly seems 
to come more appropriately and more naturally from an 
unmarried than -from a married man. ‘‘ Por eight years,” 
he says, or seems to say, I have loved, and loved in vain 
— and yet my cure is never the nearer. Ther^is but one 
physician that can heal me — ^but all that is ended and 
done with. Let us pass on into fresh fields ; what cannot 
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be obtained mnst needs be lettJ^ It seems impossible to 
interpret tbis passage (too long to cite in extenso) as a 
complaint of married life. Many other poets liaTe indeed 
complained of their married liveSj and Chancer (if the 
view to be advanced below be correct) as emphatically as any. 
•But though snch occasional exclamations of impatience or 
regret — more especially when in a comic vein — may receive 
pardon^ or even provoke amnsementj yet a serious and 
sustained poetic version of Steme^s mim mnltum fatigatm 
de uxore mea would be unbearable in any writer of self- 
respect, and whoUy out of character in Chaucer. ^Even 
Byron only indited elegies about Ms married life after his 
wife had left him, 

IJIow, among Chaucer’s minor poems is preserved one 
called the Gomjplaint of the Death ofDity^ which purports 
to set forth ‘‘how pity is dead and buried in a gentle 
heart,” and, after testifying to a hopeless passion, ends wiin 
the following declaration, addressed to Pity, as in a “ bill” 
or letter : — 

This is to say : I will he yours for ever* 

Though ye me slay by Cruelty, your foe § 

Yet shall my spirit nevermore dissever 
From your service, for any pain or woe, 

Pity, «"7hom I have sought so long ago ! 

Thus for yqur death I may well weep and plain. 

With heart all sore, and full of busy pain. 

If this poem he autobiographical, it would indisputably 
correspond well enough to a period in Chaucer’s life, and 
to a mood of mind preceding those to wlj^ich the introduc- 
tion to the Booh of thS Duchess belongs. If it he not 
autoMograpMcal — and in truth there is nothing to%prove 
it such, so that an attempt has been actually made to 
suggest its having been intended to apply to the expe- 
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riences of anotlier man — ^tlien the Oomplaint of Fit j/ lias do 
special value for students of Chancer, since its poetic heanty^ 
as there can be no harm in observing, is not in itseK very 


great. 

To come to an end of this topic, there seems no possi* 
bility of escaping from one of the following alternatives. 
Either the Philippa Chancer of 1366 was Geoffrey 
ChancePs wife, whether or not she was Philippa Koet 
before marriage, and the lament of 1369 had reference 
to another lady — anassnmption to he regretted in the case 
of a married man, but not out of the range of possibility. 
Or — and this seems on the whole the most probable view 
—the Philippa Chancer of 1366 was a namesake whom 
Geoffrey married some time after 1369, possibly, (of 
eonrs© only possibly^) the very lady whom he had loved 
hopelessly for eight years, and persuaded himself that he 
had at last relinquished — and who had then relented after 
all. This last conjecture it is certainly difficult to reconcile 
with the conclusion at which we arrive on other grounds, 
that Chaucer’s married life was not one^of preponderating 
bliss. That he and his wife were cousins is a pleasing 
thought, but one which is not made more pleasing by the 
seeming fact that, if they were so related, marriage in 
their case failed to draw close that hearts’ bond which 
such kinship at times half unconsciously knits. 

Married or still a bachelor, Chaucer may fairly be sup- 
posed, during part of the years previous to that in which 
we find him securely estahhshed in the king’s service, 
to have enjoyed a measure of independence and leisure 
open to few men in Ms rank of Mfe, when once the golden 
days^ of youth and early manhood have passed away. 
Such years are in many men’s lives marked ^oy the pro- 
jection, or even by the partial accomplishment, of literary 
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undertakings on a large scale, and more especially ol 
such, as partake of an imitative ckaracter. Wlien 
a juvenile and facile writer^s taste is still unsettled, and 
Ms own style is as yet unformed, lie eagerly tries Ms hand 
at the reproduction of the work of others ; translates the 
Iliad or Faust, or suits himself with unsuspecting prompti- 
tude to the production of masques, or pastorals, or life 
dramas — or whatever may he the prevailing fashion in^ 
poetry — after the manner of the favourite literary models 
of the day. A priori, therefore, everytMng is in favour 
of the belief hitherto universally entertained, that among 
Chaucer’s earliest poetical productions was the extant 
English translation of the Erench Roman de la Rose. That 
he made some translation of tMs poem is a fact resting on 
Ms own statement in a passage indisputably written by 
Mm (in the Rrologue to the Legend of Good Women) ; nor 
is the value of tMs statement reduced by the negative 
circumstance, that in the extraordinary tag (if it may be 
called by so irreverent a name) to the extant Ganterbury 
Tales, the Romaunt of the Rose is passed over in silence, 
or at least not nominally mentioned, among the ohjection- 
ahle works which the poet is there made to retract. And 
there seems at least no necessity for giving in to the con- 
clusion that Chaucer’s translation has been lost, and was 
not that which has iDeen Mtherto accepted as Ms. For 
tMs conclusion is based upon the use of a formal test, 
which in truth need not be regarded as of itself absolutely 
decisive in any case, but wMch in tMs particular instance 
need not be held applicable at all. A particular rule 
against rhyming with one another particular sounds, 
wMch in his later poems Chaucer seems invariably to iave 
followed, used not have been observed by him in what 
was actually, or all but, his earliest. The unfinished stat^ 
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of the extant translation accords with the supposition that 
Chaucer broke it off on adopting (possibly after conference 
with G-oweij who likewise observes the rule) a more logical 
practice as to the point in question. Moreover, no English 
translation of this poem besides Chaucer's is ever known 
to have existed. 

Whither should the youthful poet, when in search of 
materials on which to exercise a ready but as yet untrained 
hand, have so naturally turned as to French poetry, and 
in its domain whither so eagerly as to its universally 
acknowledged master-piece ^ French verse was the delight 
of the Court, into the service of which he was about this 
time preparing permanently to enter, and with which he 
had been more or less connected from his boyhood. In 
French Chaucer^s contemporary Gower composed not only 
his first longer work, hut not less than fifty ballads or 
sonnets, and in French (as well as in English) Chaucer 
himself may have possibly in his youth set his own 
'prentice hand to the turning of halladea, rondels^ vire- 
layes^ The time had not yet arrived, though it was not 
far distant, when his English verse was bo attest his admi- 
ration of Machault, whose fame Froissart and Froissart's 
imitations had brought across from the French Court to the 
English ; and when Gransson, who served fiing Eichard IL 
as a squire, was extolled by his English adapter as the 
flower of them that write in France." But as yet Chaucer's 
own tastes, his French blood, if he had any in his veins, 
and the familiarity with the French tongue 'which he had 
already had opportunities of acquiring, were more likely 
to commend to him productions Of broader literary merits 
and a. wider popularity. From these points of view, in 
the days of Chaucer’s youth, there was no nval to the 
Eoman de la Rose, one of those rare works on which th© 



m 


CEAUOSS. 


[chap® 


literary Hstory of whole generations and centuries may he 
said to hinge. The Middle AgeSj, in which from various 
causes the literary intercommunication between the nations 
of Europe was in some respects far livelier than it has been 
in later times, witnessed the appearance of several such 
^ works — diverse in kind but similar to one another in the 
universality of their popularity : the Consolation of Fhi^^ 
losqphy^ the Dimne Comedy^ the Imitation of Christ, the 
Roman de la Rose, the Ship of Fools. The favour enjoyed 
by the Roman de la Rose, was in some ways the most 
extraordinary of ah. In Erance, this work remained the 
dominant work of poetic literature, and the source wlience 
every rhymer drew for his needs ” down to the period of 
the classical revival led by Eonsard (when it was edited by 
Clement Marot, Spenser’s early model). In England, it 
exercised an influence only inferior to that which be- 
longed to it at home upon both the matter and the 
form of poetry down to the renascence begun by Surrey 
and Vyatt. This extraordinary literary influence admits 
of a double explanation. But just as the authorship of the 
poem was very unec^uaUy divided between two personages, 
wholly divergent in their purposes as writers, so the 
popularity of the poem is probably in the main to be 
attributed to th5e second and later of the pair. 

To the tromere 'C-mllaume de Lorris (who took his 
name from a small town in the valley of the Loire) was 
due the original conception of the Romap, de la Rose, for 
which it is needless to suspect any extraneous source. To 
novelty of subject he added great ingenuity of treatment. 
Instead of a narrative of warlike adventures he oflbred to 
Ms readers a psychological romance, in which a combina- 
tion of symbolisations and personified abstractions sup- 
plied the characters of the moral conflict represented. 
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Bestiaries and Lapidaries had familiarised men’s mind^ 
with the art of finding a symbolical significance in parti- 
cular animals and stones ; and the language of poets was 
becoming a language of flowers. On the other hand^ 
the personification of abstract qualities was a usage largely 
affected by the Latin writers of the earlier Middle Ages,, 
and formed a favourite device of the monastic begin- 
nings of the Christian drama. For both these literary 
fashions, which mildly exercised the ingenuity while 
deeply gratifying the tastes of mediseval readers, room 
was easily found by G-uillaume de Lorris within a frame- 
work in itself both appropriate and graceful. He told 
(as reproduced by his English translator) how in a dream 
ae seemed to himself to wake up on a May morning. 
Sauntering forth, he came to a garden surrounded hy a 
wall, on which were depicted many unkindly figures, such 
as Hate and Yiliainy, and Avarice and Old Age,, and 
another thing 


That seemM like a hypocrite, 

And it was olep^d pope holjr^’^ 

Within, all seemed so delicious that, feeling ready to give 
an hundred pound for the chance of entering, he smote at 
a small wicket and was admitted hy a c^rteous maiden 
named Idleness. On the sward in the garden were 
dancing its owner, Sir Mirth, and a company of friends | 
and hy the side-/6f Gladness the dreamer saw the God 
of Love and his attendant, a bachelor named Sweet- 
looking, who bore two bows, each with five arrows. Of 
these bows the one was straight and fair, and the other 
crooked and unsightly, and each of the arrows bore the 
name of some quality or emotion by which lov5 is advanced 
or hindered. And as the dreamer was gazing into the spring 
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of Haicissus (tke imagination), lie belield a lose-tree 
^‘charged full of roses,” and, becoming enamonred of 
one of them, eagerly advanced to pluck the object of his 
passion. In the midst of this attempt he was struck by 
arrow upon arrow, shot wonder smart ” by Love from 
the strong bow. The arrow called Company completes 
the victory; the dreaming poet becomes the Lover 
(nAmant), and swears allegiance to the God of Love, who 
proceeds to instruct him in his laws ; and the real action 
(if it is to be called such) of the poem begins. This con- 
sists in the Lo verb's desire to possess himself of the Jlose- 
bud, the opposition offered to him by powers both good 
and evil, and by Eeason in particular, and the support 
which he receives from more or less discursive friends. 
Clearly, the conduct of such a scheme as this admits of 
being varied in many ways and protracted to any length ; 
but its jSxst conception is easy and natural, and when it 
was novel to boot, was neither commonplace nor iil- 
chosen. - 

After writing about one-fifth of the 22,000 verses of 
which the original French poem consists, Guillaume de 
Lorris, who had executed his part of the task in full sym- 
pathy with the spirit of the chivalry of his times, died, 
and left the w'Stk to he continued by another trouvere^ 
Jean de Meung (so-called from the town, near Lorris, in 
which he lived). Hobbling John” took up the thread 
of his predecessor’s poem in the spirit 'of a wit and an 
encyclopaedist. Indeed, the latter appellation suits him 
in both its special and its general sense. ^Beginning with 
a long dialogue between' Eeason and the Lover, he was 
eq^ually anxious to display his freedom of criticism and Ms 
universality of knowledge, both scientific and anecdoticai. 
His vein was pre-eminently satirical and abundantly allu- 
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sive ; and among the chief objects of his satire are the two 
faTomite themes of medieeval satire in general, religious 
hypocrisy (personified in Faux^Semhlant^ who has been 
described as one of the ancestors of Tartuffe)f and the 
foibles of women„ To the gross salt of Jean de Meung, 
even more than to the courtly perfume of Guillaume 
de Lorris, may be ascribed the long-liyed popularity 
of the Roman de la Rose ; and thus a work, of which 
already the theme and first conception imply a great 
step forwards from the previous range of mediaeval 
poetry, became a favourite with all classes by reason 
of the piquancy of its flavour, and the quotable appli- 
cability of many of its passages. Out of a chivalrous 
allegory Jean de Meung had made a popular satire ; and 
though in its completed form it could look for no welcome 
in many a court or castle, — ^though Petrarch despised it, 
and Gerson in the name of the Church recorded a protest 
against it, — and though a bevy of offended ladies had 
well-nigh taken the law into their own hands against 
its author, — yet it commanded a vast jguhlic of admirers. 
And against such a popularity even an offended clergy, 
though aided by the sneers of the fastidious and the 
vehemence of the fair, is wont to contend in vain. 

Chaucer’s translation of this poem is Ifeought to have 
been the cause which called forth* from Eustace Des- 
champs, Machault’s pupil and nephew, the complimen- 
tary lallade in Jjae refrain of which the Englishman is 
saluted as 

Grant tp-nslatenr, noble Geffiroi Obancier. 

But whether or not such was the case, his version of the 
Roman de la Rose seems, on the whole, to translation 
properly so called — although, considering the great nuni- 
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crobabiy iC-e no ^?sx 'oo veiifj'' ibi-a r^sserwi::’ v:? 
o:ie ci' jhe otba" of tbeae are to be found the f-'AV bassagai?. 
ubongnt to have been int-er’poMted bj Gbancer. Gn oi'.e 
otKcr bandj Ms o’e:issioos are entensiye • indcs^d, the 
.ybolo of Ms translation amounts to little more than 
one-cliird of the ^French criginaL It is all the more note- 
Y/orthy that Chancer reproduces only about one-half of the 
part ecdtributed by Jean de Ileung, and again condenses 
this half to ODe-third of its length. In general^ he has 
pros8nv>^ed the French names of locaJifcics, and even occa^ 
sionollj helps himself to a rhyme by retaining a French 
vord. Occasionally he shows a certain timidity as a trans- 
lator, speaking of the tree whibli in France men call a 
pine,” and pointing out, so that there may be no mistake^ 
that mermaidens are called sereyns ” {sirsnes) in Fiance. 
On the other hand, his natui’al vivacity now and then 
suggests to him a tarn of phrase or an illustration of his 
ov/n. As a loyal English courtier he cannot compare a fair 
bachelor to any qpe so aptly as to “the lord’s son of 
Ydindsor;” and as writing not far from the time when 
the Statute of KUkeimy was passed, he cannot, lose the 
opportunity of inventing an Irish parentage for Wicked- 
Tongue ; ^ 

So full of cursed r&go 
It well agreed with his liui iga 5 
For hiia an Irishwomau bar.'. 

The debt which Chaucer in his later works owed to the 
Raman of the Rose was -considerable, and by no means 
confined to the 'favourite May -morning exordium, and 
the recrinin^ machinery of a vision — to the origin of 
which latter (the dream of Bcipic related by Cicero and 
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expounded in tlie widely-read CommentaTy of MacroMns) 
the opening lines of fciie Eomaunt point He owes to the 
French poem both the germs of felicitous phrases, such as 
the famous designation of Kature as the Yicar of the 
Almighty Lord,’’ and perhaps touches used hy him in 
passages like that in which he afterwards, with farther 
aid from other sources, drew the character of a true 
gentleman. But the main service which the work of this 
translation rendered to him was the opportunity which it 
offered of practising and perfecting a ready and happy 
choice of words, — a service in which, perhaps, lies the 
chief use of all translation, considered as an exercise of style. 
How far he had already advanced in this respect, and how 
lightly our language was already moulding itself in his 
hands, may be seen from several passages in the poem ; 
for instance, from that about the middle, where the old 
and new theme of self-contradictoriness of love is treated 
in endless variations. In short, Chaucer executed his 
task with facility, and frequently with grace, though for 
one reason or another he grew tired oj it before he had 
carried it out with completeness. Yet the translation (and 
this may have been among the causes why he seems to 
have wearied of it) has notwithstanding a certain air of 
schoolwork ; and though Chaucer’s next ]^em, to which 
incontestable evidence assigns the date of the year 1369 , 
is still very far from being wholly original, yet the step is 
great from the J^maunt of the Rose to the Boole of the 
Duchess, 

Among the passages of the French Roman de la Rose 
omitted in Chaucer’s translation are some containing 
critical reflexions on the character of kings and con- 
stituted authorities — a species of observationsVhich kings 
and constituted authorities have never been notorious for 
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loTing. THs circumstance, together witli tlie reference to 
Windsor quoted above, suggests tlie probability that 
Cliaucei’s connexion with the Court bad not been inter- 
rupted, or bad been renewed, or was on tbe eve of renew- 
ing itself, at tbe time when be wrote this translation. In 
becoming a courtier, be was certainly placed witbin tbe 
reach of social opportunities sucb as in bis day be could 
nowhere else have enjoyed. In England as well as in Italy 
during tbe fourteenth and tbe two following centuries, as 
tbe frequent recurrence of tbe notion attests, tbe ^^good” 
courtier seemed tbe perfection of tbe idea of gentleman. 
At tbe same time exaggerated conceptions of tbe courtly 
breeding of Chaucer's and Froissart’s age may very easily 
be formed ; and it is almost amusing to contrast with 
Chaucer’s generally liberal notions of manners, severe 
views of etiquette like that introduced by him at tbe close 
of tbe Man of Law^s Tale, where be stigmatizes as a 
solecism tbe statement of tbe author from whom be copied 
bis narrative, that Eong .^lila sent bis little boy to invite 
tbe emperor to djnner. ^^It is best to deem be went 
himself.” 

Tbe position which in June, 1367, we find Chaucer 
bolding at Courtis that of “ Yalettus” to tbe King, or, 
as a later dociAent of May, 1368, has it, of ‘Walettus 
Gamerse Kegis ” — ^Yalet or Yeoman of tbe King’s Chamber. 
Posts of this kind, which involved tbe ordinary functions 
of personal attendance — tbe making of 'beds, tbe holding 
of torches, tbe laying of tables, tbe going on messages, &c. 
— ^were usually bestowed upon young men of good family. 
In due course of time royal valet usually rose to tbe 
higher post of royal squire — either ‘‘of tbe household” 
generally, or of a more special kind. Chaucer appears in 
1368 as an ‘^esquire of less degree,” Ms name standing 
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seventeentli in a lisb of seyen-and- thirty. After the year 
1373 lie is never mentioned by the lower, but several 
times by Latin equivalents of the higher, title. Frequent 
entries occur of the pension or salary of twenty marks 
granted to him for life ; and, as will he seen, he soon began 
to be employed on missions abroad. He had thus become 
a regular member of the royal establishment, within the 
sphere of which we must suppose the associations of the 
next years of his life to have been confined. They be- 
longed to a period of peculiar significance both for the 
English people and for the Plantagenet dynasty, whose 
glittering exploits reflected so much transitory glory on the 
national arms. At home, these years were the brief interval 
between two of the chief visitations of the Black Deatk 
(1361 and 1369), and a few years earlier the poet of the 
Vision had given voice to the sufferings of the poor. It 
was not, however, the mothers of the people crying for 
their children whom the courtly singer remembered in his 
elegy written in the year 1369.; the woe to which he gave 
a poetic expression was that of a princely widower tem- 
porarily inconsolable for the loss of his first wife. In 
1367 the Black Prince was conquering Castile (to be lost 
again before the year was out) for that interesting proteg6 
of the Plantagenets and representative of legitimate right, 
Don Pedro the Cruel, whose daughter the inconsolable 
widower was to espouse in 1372, and whose “tragic’' 
downfall. Chaucer afterwards duly lamented in his Monk's 
Tale : — 

0 noble, worthy Fedro, glqry of Spain, 

Whom foi’txm© held so high in majesty ! 

As yet the star of the valiant Prince of W^s had not 
been quenched in the sickness which was the harbinger of 



m 


GHAUGEIi* 


[CflAf. 

(leatli; and Ms younger brotlierj John of Gannt^ thongi 
already known for Ms bravery in the field (he conimanded 
the reinforcements sent to Spain in ISG?), had scarcely 
begnn to play the prominent part in politics which he 
was afterwards to fill. But Ms day was at hand, and the 
anti-clerical tenonr of the legislation and of the administra- 
tive changes of these years was in entire harmony with 
the policy of which he was to constitute himself the 
representative. 1365 is the year of the Statute o-^ 
Piovisors, and 1371 that of the dismissal of William of 
Wykeham. 

John of Gaunt was born in 1340, and was, therefore, 
probably of much the same age as Chaucer, and Kke 
now in the prime of life. Nothing could accordingly be 
more natural than that a more or less intimate relation 
should have formed itself between them. TMs relation, 
there is reason to believe, afterwards ripened on Chaucer’s 
part into one of distinct political partisanship, of which 
there could as yet (for tha reason given above) hardly be 
a question. There was, however, so far as vre know, 
nothing in Chaucer’s tastes and tendencies to render it 
antecedently unlikely that he should have been ready to 
follow the fortunes of a prince who entered the political 
arena 'S' a?" adversary of clerical predominance. Had 
Chaucer been a friend of it in principle, he. would hardly 
have devoted his first efforts as a writer to the translation 
of the Roman de la Rose. In so therefore, and in 
truth it is not very far, as John of Gaunt may be after- 
wards said to have been a Wycliffite, the same description 
'might probably be apjfiied to Chaucer, With such senti- 
ments a phonal orthodoxy was fully reconcileable.in both 
patron and follower ; and the so-called Chaucer* $ A, B, (7.,, 
a version of a prayer to the Virgin in a French poetical 
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Pilgrimage,” migM witli equal probability have been put 
together by him either early or late in the course of his life. 
There was, however, a tradition, repeated by Speght, that 
this piece was composed ^‘at the request of Blanche, 
Duchess of Lancaster, as a prayer for her private use, being 
a woman in her religion very devout.” If so, it must have, 
been written before the Duchesses death, which occurred 
in 13G9 ^ and we may imagine it, if we please, with its 
twenty-three initial letters blazoned in red and blue and 
gold on a flyleaf inserted in the Book of the pious 
Duchess, — herself, in the fervent language of the poem, 
an illuminated calendar, as being lighted in this world 
with the Yirgin’s holy name. 

In the autumn of 1369, then, the Duchess Blanche 
died an early death ; and it is pleasing to know that J ohn 
of Gaunt, to whom his marriage with her had brought 
wealth and a dukedom, ordered services, in pious re- 
membrance of her, to be held at her grave. The elaborate 
elegy which— very possibly^ at the widowed Duke’s 
request — was composed by Chaucer, leaves no doubt as 
to the identity of the lady whose loss it deplores : — 

goode fab’e White she bight j 

Thus was my lady named right ; , 

For she was both fair and bright. 

But, in accordance with the taste of his age, which 
shunned such sheer straightforwardness in poetry, the 
Booh of the Duchess contains no further transparent refe- 
rence to the actual circumstances of the wedded life which 
had come to so premature an end — for John of Gaunt 
had married Blanche of Lancaster in 1359 ; — and an 
elaborate framework is constructed round tne essential 
theme of the poem. Already, however, the instinct of 
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C]iaiLceT’'s own poetic genius had tangM Mm th© value ol 
personal directness ; and, artificially as the course of the 
poem is arranged, it begins in the most artless and effective 
fasMon with an account given hy the poet of his own sleep 
lessness and its cause already referred to— an opening so 
felicitous that it was afterwards imitated hy Froissart. And 
so, Chancer continues, as he could not sleep, to drive the 
night away he sat upright in his bed reading a romance, 
which he thought better entertainment than chess or 
draughts. The hook wMch he read was the Meta- 
morjpJhoses of Ovid ; and in it he chanced on the^tale of 
Ceyx and Alcyone — the lovers whom, on their premature 
death, the compassion of Juno changed into the sea- 
birds that bring good luck to mariners. Of this story 
(whether Chaucer derived it direct from Ovid, or ffom 
Machault’s French version is disputed), the earlier part 
serves as the introduction to the poem. The story breaks 
off — with the dramatic abruptness in which Chaucer is 
a master, and which so often distinguishes his versions 
from their origiq^s — at the death of Alcyone, caused hy 
her grief at the tidings brought hy Morpheus of her 
husband’s death. Thus subtly the god of sleep and the 
death of a loving wife mingle their images in the poet’s 
mind ; ^th these upon him he falls asleep right 
upon his hook.” 

What more natural, after this, than the dream which 
came to him 1 It was May, and he ^ lay in Ms bed at 
morniug-time, having been awakened out of his slumbers 
hy the ^‘small fowls,” who were carolling forth their notes — 

some high, some low,^and all of one accord.” The birds 
singing the^matins around the poet, and the sun shining 
brightly through his windows staiued with many a figure 
of poetic legend, and upon the walls painted in fine colours 
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** "botli text aBd gloss, and all the Bomannt of the Eose — ■ 
is not this a picture of Chancer hy his own hand, on which 
one may loTe to dwell f And just as the poem has hegim 
with a touch of nature, and at the beginning of its main 
action has returned to nature, so through the whole of its 
course it maintains the same tone. The sleeper awakened 
— still of course in his dream — hears the sound of the 
horn, and the noise of huntsmen preparing for the chase. 
He rises, saddles his horse, and follows to the forest, where 
the Emperor Octavian (a favourite character of Carolingian 
legend, ^and pleasantly revived under this aspect by the 
modem romanticist, Ludwig Tieck — ^in Chaucer’s poem 
probably a flattering allegory for the King) is holding his 
hunt. ITie deer having been started, the poet is watching 
the course of the hunt, when he is approached by a dog, 
which leads him to a solitary spot in a thicket among 
mighty trees ; and here of a sudden he comes upon a man 
in black, sitting silently by the side of a huge oak. How 
simple and how charming is the device of the faithful dog 
acting as a guide into the mournful solitude of the faithful 
man ! For the knight whom the poet finds thus silent and 
alone, is rehearsing to himself a lay, “ a manner song,” 
in these words : — 

L-liave of sorrow so great wone, 

That joye get I never none, 

Now that I see my My bright, . 

Which i'have loved with all mynagl^M 1 
Is from me dead, and is agone. 

Alas ! Death, what aileth thee * 

That tfion should'st not have taken me. 

When that thou tooldst my la(^ 

That was so fair, so fresh, so free, 

Bo goode, that men may well see 
Of all goodness sh© had no meet. 
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Seeing the knight overcome by Ms grief, and on tlie point 
of fainting, the poet accosts Mm, and courteously demands 
Ms pardon for the intrusion. Thereupon the disconsolate 
mourner, touched by this token of sympathy, breaks out 
into the tale of Ms sorrow which forms the real subject 
of the poem. It is a lament for the loss of a wife who 
was hard to gain (the historical basis of this is unknowii, 
but great heiresses are usually hard to gain for cadets even 
of royal houses), and whom, alas 1 her husband was to 
lose so soon after he had gained her. l^othing could be 
simpler, and nothing could be more delightful than the 
Black Knight’s description of his lost lady as she was at 
the time when he wooed and almost despaired of winning 
her. Many of the touches in this description — and among 
them some of the very happiest — are, it is true, borrowed 
from the courtly Machault ; but nowhere has Chaucer 
been happier, both in Ms appropriations and in the way 
in wMch he has reaUy converted them into beauties of Ms 
own, than in this, perhaps the most lifelike picture of 
maidenhood in the whole range of our literature. Or is 
not the foILowing the portrait of an English girl, all life and 
all innocence — a type not belonging, like its opposite, to 
any pemd^ in particular — % 


I saw her dance so comelily, 

Carol and sing so sweetely, 

And laugh, and play so womanly, 
And looke so debdnairly, 

So goodly speak and so friendl;f, 

That, certes, I trow that nevermore 
Was seen So blissful a treasure. 

For every hair npon her head. 

Sooth to say, it was not red, 

Nor yellow neither, nor brown it was, 
Methonght most like gold it was. 
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And ab ! what eyes my lady had^ 

Debdriair, goocle, glad and sad, 

Simple, of good size, not too wide. 

Thereto her look was not aside, 

Hor over thwart j 

but so well set that, wboeTer beheld her was drawn and 
taken up by it, every part of him. Her eyes seemed every* 
now and then as if she were inclined to he merciful, such 
was the delusion of fools : a delusion in very truth, for 

It was no counterfeited thing ; 

It was her owne pure looking j 
So the goddess, dame hTatlxre, 

Had made them open by measure 
And close ; for were she never so glad, 

Hot foolishly her looks were spread, 

Nor vdldely, though that she play’d | 

But ever, methought, her eyen said s 
** By God, my wrath is all forgiven.” 

And at the same time she liked to live so happily that 
dulnesS was afraid of her ; she was neither too sober 
nor too glad ; in short, no creature had ever more measure 
in all things. Such was the lady wh^m the knight had 
won for himself, and whose virtues he cannot weary of 
rehearsing to himself or to a sympathising auditor. 

Sir ! ” quoth I, where is she now ?” 

Now ? ” quoth he, and stopped anon| 

Therewith he waxed as dead as stone, 
said : Alas that I was bore I 
That was the loss ! and heretofore 
I told to thee what I had lost. 

BetMnk t^ee what I said. Thou knoVr^t 
In sooth full little what thou meanest j 
I have more than thon weenest. 

God wot, alas I right that was she.” 

Ala,s, sir, how ? what may that be ? ” 

She is dead.” Nay ? " Yes, by my truth 

* Is that your loss ? by God, it is ruth.” 
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And with that word, the hunt hreakiiig up, the knight 
and the poet depart to a long castle with white wails on 
a rich hill” (Eichmond ?), where a bell tolls and awakens 
the poet from his slumbers^ to let him find himself lying 
in his bed, and the hook with its legend of love and sleep 
resting in his hand. One hardly knows at whom more to 
wonder — whether at the distinguished French scholar who 
sees so many trees that he cannot see a forest, and who, not 
content with declaring the Booh of the Duchess^ as a whole 
as well as in its details, a servile imitation of Machault, 
pronounces it at the same time one of Chaucer’s feeblest 
productions ; or at the equally eminent English s^cholar 
who, with a flippancy which for once ceases to be amusing, 
opines that Chaucer ought to “ have felt ashamed of him- 
self for -this most lame and impotent conclusion” of a 
poem “ full of beauties,” and ought to have been “ caned 
for it 1” liTot only was this lame and impotent conclu- 
sion” imitated by Spenser in his lovely elegy, Daphnaidaf 
hut it is the first passage in Chaucer’s writings revealing, * 
one would have thought unmistakeahly, the dramatic power 
which was among his most characteristic gifts. The charm 
of this poem, notwithstanding all the artificialities with 
which it is overlaid, lies in its simplicity and truth to 
nature. human being is here brought before us 

instead of a vague abstraction ; and the glow of life is on 
the page, though it has to tell of death and mourning. 

1 I have been anticipated in pointing out this fact by the 
author of the biographical essay on Spenser in this series— an 
essay to which I cannot help taking this opportunity of offering 
a tribute of sincere admiration. It may not be an undesigned 
coincidence that the inconsolable widower of the DaphnaHa is 
named AJc^on, while Chanceris poem begins with a reference to 
the myth of Ceyx and Alcyone. Sir Arthur Gorges re-appears as 
Mcyon, in OoUru Clouts come home agm%» 
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Cliaiicer is findiBg his strength by dipping into the true 
spring of poetic inspiration ; and in his dreams he is 
awaking to the real capabilities of Ms genius. Though 
lie is still uncertain of himself and dependent on 
others, it seems not too muck to say that already in 
this Book of the Duchess he is in some measuxe an original 
poet. 

How unconscious, at the same time, this waking must 
have been is manifest from what little is known concern- 
ing the course of both his personal and Ms literary life 
during the next few years. But there is a tide in the lives 
of poets, as in those of other men, on the nse or neglect of 
which their future seems largely to depend. For more 
reasons than one Chaucer may have been rejoiced to be 
employed on the two missions abroad, wMch apparently 
formed Ms cMef occupation during the years 1370-1373. 
In the first place, the love of books, wMch he so frequently 
confesses, must in him have been united to a love of see- 
ing men and cities ; few are observers of character with- 
out taking pleasure in observing it. Of i(.is literary labours 
he probably took little thought during these years; 
although the visit which in the course of them he paid to 
Italy may be truly said to have constituted the turning- 
point in Ms literary life. Ho work of his "Scribed 

to this period with certainty ; none of importance has 
ever been ascribed to it. 

On the latter of these missions Chaucer, who left England 
in the winter of 1372, visited Genoa and Florence. His 
object at the former city was to negotiate concerning the set- 
tlement of a Genoese mercantile factory in one of our ports, 
for in^this century there already existed between Genoa 
and England a commercial intercourse, wMeh is illastrated 
by the obvious etymology of the popular term jam occur- 
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ring in Chaucer in the sense of any small coin.® It has 
heen supposed that on this journey he met at Padua Pe- 
trarch, whose residence was near by at Arqua. The state- 
ment of the Cleric in the Canterbury Tales that he learnt 
the story of patient Griseldis at Padua of a worthy clerk 
. now dead,” who was called Francis Petrarch, the 
laureate poet,” may of course merely imply that Chaucer 
borrowed the Clerk^s Tale from Petrarch^s Latin version 
of the original by Boccaccio. But the meeting which the 
expression suggests may have actually taken place, and may 
have heen accompanied by the most suitable conversation 
which the imagination can supply ; while, on the other 
hand, it is a conjecture unsupported by any evidence what- 
ever, that a previous meeting between the pair had occurred 
at Milan in 1368, when Lionel Duke of Clarence was mar- 
ried to his second wife with great pomp in the presence 
of Petrarch and of Froissart. The really noteworthy point 
is this : that while neither (as a matter of course) the 
translated Romaunt of the^ Rose^ nor the Book of the 
Duchess exhibits ^ny traces of Italian influence, the same 
assertion cannot safely be made with regard to any im- 
portant poem produced by Chaucer after the date of this 
Italian journey. The literature of Italy which was — and m%/ 
the firsTITS&ce through Chaucer himself — to exercise 
so powerful an influence upon the progress of our own, 
was at last opened to him, though in what measure, and 
by what gradations, must remain undecided. Before him 
lay both the tragedies and the comedies, 'as he would have 
called them, of the learned and brilliant Boccaccio — 
both his epic poems and* that inexhaustiMe treasure-house 
of stories which Petrarch praised for its pious anci. grave 

2 A jane ** is in tlie ClerWs Tale said to be a sufficient value at . 
wMcb to estimate tbe stormy peopled 
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contents, albeit they were mingled with others of loide- 
niabl© jocoseness— the irnmortal DecaTnerom* He could 
examine the refined gold of Petrarch’s own Terse with its 
exquisite Tariations of its favourite pure theme and its ade- 
quate treatment of other elevated subjects ; and he might 
gaze down the long vista of pictured reminiscences, grand 
and sombre, called up by the mightiest Muse of the Middle 
Ages, the Muse of Dante. Chaucer’s genius, it may be 
said at once, was not transformed by its contact with Italian 
literature ; for a conscious desire as well as a conscientious 
effort Js needed for bringing about such a transformation | 
and to compare the results of his first Italian journey with 
those of Goethe’s pilgrimage across the Alps, for instance, 
would be palpably absurd. It might even be doubted 
whether for the themes which he was afterwards likely to 
choose, and actually did choose, for poetic treatment the 
materials at his command in Drench (and English) poetry 
and prose would not have sufiiced him. As it was, it seems 
probable that he took many, things from Italian literature ; 
it is certain that he learnt much from it. There seems 
every reason to conclude that the influence of Italian study 
upon Chaucer made him more assiduous as well as more 
careful in the employment of his poetic powers — more 
hopeful at once, if one may so say, and mul& assured of 
himself. 

Meanwhile, soon after his return from his second foreign 
mission, he was enabled to begin a more settled life at 
home. He had^ acquitted himself to the satisfaction of 
the Crown, as is shown by the grant for life of a daOy 
pitcher of win^, made to him cn April 23rd, 1374, the 
merry day of the Feast of St. George. It would of course 
be a mistake to conclude, from any seeming analogies of 
later times, that this grant, which was received by Chaucer 
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in money-value, and which seems finally to have been com- 
muted for an annual payment of twenty marks, betokened 
on the part of the King a spirit of patronage appropriate to 
the claims of literary leisure. How remote such a notion 
was from the minds of Chaucer’s employers is proved hy 
the terms of the patent hy which, in the month of June 
following, he was appointed Comptroller of the Customs 
and Subsidy of wools, skins, and tanned hides in the port 
of London. This patent (doubtless according to the usual 
official form) required hhn to write the rolls of his office 
with his own hand, to he continually present there, and 
to perform his duties in person and not hy deputy. By a 
warrant of the same month Chaucer was granted the pension 
of lOZ. for life already mentioned, for services rendered hy 
him and his wife to the Duke and Duchess of Lancaster 
and to the Queen ; by two successive grants of the year 
1375 he received further pecuniary gratifications of a more 
or less temporary nature ; and he continued to receive his 
pension and allowance for robes as one of the royal esquires. 
We may therefore^onceive of him as now established in a 
comfortable as well as seemingly secure position. His 
regular work as comptroller (of which a few scattered 
documentary vestiges are preserved) scarcely offers more 
points T^?”\nSrimagmation to exercise itself upon than 
Burns’s excisemanship or Wordsworth’s coUecitorship of 
stamps,® though doubtless it must have brought him into 
constant contact with merchants and with sMpmen, and 
may have suggested to him many a broad descriptive touch. 
On the other hand, it is not necessary to be a poet to feel 
Bomething of that ineffable mnui of official Me, which even 

® It is a oiirioas oircumsiance that Dryden shoxild have received 
as a reward for ids political services as a satirist, an office almost 
Identioal vdth Ohancer^s. But he held it for little more than a year. 



H.] OFFICIAL EMPLOYMENtB, f! 

tke self-compensatory practice of arriving late at oner's deslc^ 
tat departing from it early, can only abate, but not take 
away. Tbe passage bas been often quoted in wMcb Cbancer 
balf implies a feeling of tbe kind, and tells how be sought 
recreation from what Charles Lamb would have called bis 
« works ” at tbe Custom House in tbe reading, as we know 
be did in tbe writing, of other books : — 

when thy labour done all is. 

And bast y-made reckonings, 

Instead of rest and newe things 
Tbon go’ at borne to thine bouse anon, 

And there as dumb as any stone 
Thou siitest at another hook. 

The bouse at borne was doubtless that in Aldgate, of wMcb 
tbe lease to Chaucer, bearing date May, 1374, bas been 
discovered ; and to this we may fancy Chaucer walking 
morning and evening from tbe riverside, past tbe Postern 
Gate by tbe Tower. Already, however, in 1376, tbe 
routine of bis occupations appears to have been interrupted 
by bis engagement on some secret service under Sir 
John Burley ; and in tbe following year, and in 1378, be 
was repeatedly abroad in tbe service of tbe Crown. On 
one of bis journeys in tbe last-named year be was attached 
in a subordinate capacity to tbe embassy se yb - d? . -r ^ gotiate 
for tbe marriage with tbe French: King Charles Y.'s 
daughter Mary to tbe young King Eicbard IL, who 
bad succeeded to bis grandfather in 1377, — one of 
those matrimonmi missions which, in the days of both 
Plantagenets and Tudors, formed so large a part of the 
functions of E^opean diplomacy, and which not unfre- 
quently, as in this case at least ultimately, came to nothing. 
A later journey in May of the same year took Chaucer 
once more to Italy, whither he had been sent with Sir 
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Edward Berkeley to treat witk Bernardo Visconti^ joint 
lord of Milan, and scourge of Lombardy/^ and Sir Jokn 
Hawkwood — the former of wkom finds a place in tkat 
brief mirror of magistrates, tke Monh^s Tale. It was on 
tMs occasion tbat of the two persons whom, according to 
custom, Chaucer appointed to appear for him in the Courts 
during his absence, one was John G-ower, whose name as 
that of the second poet of his age is indissolubly linked 
with Chaucer’s own. 

So far, the new reign, which had opened amidst douhts 
and difficulties for the country, had to the faithful servant 
of the dynasty brought an increase of royal goodwill. In 
1381 — after the suppression of the great rebellion of the 
villeins — King Eichard II. had married the princess whose 
name for a season linked together the history of two 
countries the destinies of which had before that age, as 
they have since, lain far asunder. Yet both Bohemia 
and England, besides the nations which received from 
the former the impulses communicated to it by the latter, 
have reason to remember Queen Anne the learned and 
the good 3 since to her was probably due in the fia:st 
instance the intellectual intercourse between her native 
and her adopted country. There seems every reason to 
helie^' C7t ' i; a]b' * g' 'i ' was the approach of this marriage which 
Chaucer celebrated in one of the brightest and most 
Jocund marriage-poems ever composed by a laureate’s 
hand 3 and if this was so, he cannot but have augmented 
the favour with which he was regarded at Court. When, 
therefore, by May, 1382, his foreign Journeys had come 
to^ an end, we do not wonder to find that^. without being 
called upon to relinquish his former office, he was appy)mted 
in addition to the Comptrohership of the Petty Customs 
in the Port of London, of which post he was allowed to 
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axecute the duties % deputy. In IIuv ember, 1384, iia 
received iiermission to absent himself from Ms old comp- 
trolIersMp for a month, and in February, 1385, was allowed 
to appoint a (permanent) deputy for this office also. 
During the month of October, 1386, he sat in Parliament 
at Westminster as one of the Knights of the Shire for 
Kents where we may consequently assume him to have pos- 
sessed landed property. His fortunes, therefore, at this 
period had clearly risen to their height; and naturally 
enough his commentators are anxious to assign to these 
years the sunniest, as well as some of the most elaborate, 
of his literary productions. It is altogether probable that 
the p^mount of leisure now at ChauceFs command enabled 
him to carry into execution some of the works for which 
he had gatliered materials abroad and at home, and to 
prepare others. Inasmuch as it contains the passage cited 
above, referring to Chaucer’s official employment, his poem 
called ^he Home of Fame must have been written between 
1374 and 1386 (when Chaucer quitted office), and pro- 
bably is to be dated near the latter year. Inasmuch as 
both this poem and Troilus and Gressid are mentioned 
in the Prologue to the Legend of Good Women, they must 
have been written earlier than it ; and the dedication of 
Troilus to Gower and Strode very well agra^s-rr^ the 
relations known to have existed about this time between 
Chaucer and his brother-poet. Very probably all these 
three works may have been put forth, in more or less rapid 
succession, during this fortunate season of Chaucer’s life. 

A fortunate season — for in it the prince who, from 
whatever causei was indisputably tlie patron of Chaucer 
and his wife, had, notwithstanding his unpopularity among 
the lower orders, and the deep suspicion fostered by hostile 
wMsperings against him in Ms royal nephew’s breast, 
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Still contrived to 'hold the first place by the throna 
fhoTigh serious danger had already existed of a conflict 
between the King and his uncle, yet John of Gaunt and 
his Buchess Constance had been graciously dismissed 
with a royal gift of golden crowns, when in July, 1386, 
he took his departure for the continent, to busy hinisell 
tiE his return home in l^ovember, 1389, with the affairs 
of CastEe, and with claims arising out of his disbursements 
there. The reasons for Chaucer’s attachment to this pan 
ticular patron are probably not far to seek ; on the precise 
nature of the relation between them it is useless to specu- 
late. Before WycEfs death in 1384, John of Gaunt had 
openly dissociated himself from the reformer ; and what» 
ever may have been the case in his later years, it was 
certainly not as a foEower of Ms old patron that at this 
date Chaucer could have been considered a Wycliftlte. 

Again, tMs period of Chaucer’s life may be caEed fortu- 
nate, because during it he seems to have enjoyed the only 
congenial friendsMps of which any notice remains to us. 
The poem of Troilus and Cressid is, as was just noted, 
dedicated to “the moral Gower and the pMlosophical 
Strode.” Ealph Strode was a Dominican of Jedburgh 
Abbey, a traveEed scholar, whose journeys had carried 
Mm as=iihe Holy Land, and who was celebrated as a 
poet ia both the Latin and the English tongue, and as 
a theologian and phEosopher. Ln connexion mth specu- 
lations concerning Chaucer’s relations to Wycliffism it is 
worth noting that Strode, who after his return to England 
was appointed to superintend several new monasteries, 
was the author of a series of controve:^sial arguments 
against WycEf. The tradition, according to which he 
taught one of Chaucer’s sons, is untrustworthy. Of John 
Gower’s life httle more is known than of Chaucer’s j he 



il] GOWEB. 81 

appears to liave been a Suffolk man, holding manors in 
that county as well as in Essex, but occasionally to have 
resided in Kent. At the period of which we are speaking, 
he may be supposed, besides his French productions, 
to have already published his Latin Vox Glamantzs—a. 
poem which, beginning with an allegorical narrative of 
Wat Tyler’s rebellion, passes on to a series of reflexions 
on the causes of the movement, conceived in a spirit of 
indignation against the corruptions of the Church, hut 
not of sympathy with Wycliffism. This is no doubt the 
poem which obtained for Gower the epithet moral” 
(i. e. sententious) applied to him by Chaucer, and after- 
wards by Dunbar, Hawes, and Shakspere. Gower’s Vox 
Glamantis and other Latin poems (including one against 
the astuteness of the Evil One in the matter of LoUardry ”) 
are forgotten; but his English Gonfessio Amantis has 
retained its right to a place of honour in the history of 
our litei£2ture. The most interesting part of this poem, 
its JPrologue, has already been, cited as of value for our 
knowledge of the political and social condiliion of its times. 
It gives expression to a conservative tone and temper 
of mind ; and like many conservative minds, Gower’s 
had adopted, or affected to adopt, the conviction that 
the world was coming to an end. The cause bT^he 
anticipated catastrophe he found in the division, or 
absence of concord and love, manifest in the condition 
of things around. The intensity of strife visible among 
the conflicting elenients of which the world, like the indi- 
vidual human being, is composed, too clearly announced 
the immiaent eni of all things. « Would that a new, 
Arion i^ight arise to make peace where now is hate ; 
hut. alas 1 the prevailmg confusion is such that God 
alone may set it right. But the poem which foUows 
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cannot "be said to sustain the interest excited by this 
intxoductioiL Its machinery was obviously suggested by 
that of the Roman de la Rose^ though^ as ‘Waiton has 
happily phrased it, Gower, after a fashion of his own, 
blends Ovid^s Art of Love with the Breviary. The poet, 
wandering about in a forest, while suffering under the 
smart of Cupid's dart, meets Venus, the Goddess of Love, 
who urges him, as one upon the point of death, to make 
Ms full confession to her clerk or priest, the holy father 
Genius. This confession hereupon takes place hy means 
of question and answer ; both penitent and confessor 
entering at great length into an examination of the various 
sins and weaknesses of human nature, and of their reme- 
dies, and illustratmg their observations hy narratives, 
brief or elaborate, from Holy Writ, sacred legend, ancient 
history, and romantic story. Thus Gower’s book, as he 
says at its close, stands between earnest and game,” and 
might be fairly described as a Romaunt of the Rost^, without 
either the descriptive grace, of Guillaume de Lorris, or the 
wicked wit of rJean de Meung, hut full of learning and 
matter, and written hy an author certainly not devoid of 
the art of telling stories. The mind of this author was 
thoroughly didactic in its bent ; for the beauty of nature 
he nas” no real feeling, and though Ms poem, like so 
many of Chaucer’s, begins in the month of May, he is 
(unnecessarily) careful to tell us that Ms object in going 
forth was not to ‘‘ sing with the birds.” He could not, 
like Chaucer, transfuse old things into new, but there is 
enough in Ms character as a poet to explain the Mend- 
^sMp between the pair,- of which we hear at the very time 
when Gower was probably preparing Ms Oonfessio Amantu 
for publication. 

They are said afterwards to have become enemies ; but 
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ia tke absenco of anj real evidence to that effect we 
cannot believe Cbancei to have been Jihely to quarrel with 
one wboia be bad certainly both trusted and admired. 

bad literary life in England already advanced to a 
stage of development of wbicb^ as in tbe Elizabetban and 
Augustan ages^ literary jealousy was an indispensable 
accompaniment, Chaucer is supposed to have attacked 
Gower in a passage of tlie Ganterhury Tales^ where he 
incidentally declares his dislike (in itself extremely com- 
mendable) of a particular kind of sensational stories, in- 
stancing, the subject of one of the numerous tales in the 
Oonfessio Amantis. There is, however, no reason what- 
ever for supposing Chaucer to have here intended a 
refiection on his brother poet, more especially as the Man 
of Law, after uttering the censure, relates, though pro- 
bably not from Gower, a story on a subject of a different 
kind likewise treated by him. It is scarcely more sus- 
picious that when Gower, in a second edition of his chief 
work, dedicated in 1393 t,o Henry, Earl of Derby 
(afterwards Henry IV.), judiciously omitted the exordium 
and altered the close of the first edition, both of which were 
complimentary to Richard II., he left out, together with 
its surrounding context, a passage conveying a friendly 
chaEenge to Chaucer as a disciple and poet of iho^od 
of Love.” 

In any case there could have been no political difference 
between them, for Chaucer was at all times in favour with 
the House of Lancaster, towards whose future head Gower 
so early contrived to assume a coirect attitude. To him 
—-a man of substance, with landed property in three 
counties — ^the rays of immediate court-favour were pro- 
^bably of less importance than to Chaucer ; but it is not 
necessity only which makes courtiers of so many of us t 
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some OTe bom to tlie vocation, and Gower strikes one as 
naturally more prudent and cautious — ^in short, more of a 
politic personage — ^than Chaucer, He survived him eight 
years — a blind invalid, in whose mind at least we may 
hope nothing dimmed or blurred the recollection of a 
. friend to whom he owes much of his fame. 

In a still nearer relationship, — on which the works of 
Chaucer that may certainly or probably he assigned to this 
period throw some light, — it seems impossible to describe 
him as having been fortunate. Whatever may have been 
the date and circumstances of his marriage, it seems, at all 
events in its later years, not to have been a happy one. The 
allusions to Chaucer^s personal experience of married life in 
both Troilus and Gressid and the House of Fame are 
not of a kind to he entirely explicable by that tendency 
to make a mock of women and of marriage, which has fre- 
quently been characteristic of satirists, and which was 
specially popular in an age cherishing the wit of Jean de 
Meung, and complacently corroborating its theories from 
naughty Latin fables, French /a JZmwa;, and Italian novelle^ 
Both in Troilus and Gressid and in the House of Fame 
the poet’s tone, when he refers to himself, is generally 
dolorous I but while both poems contain unmistakeable 
references to the joylessness of his own married life, in 
the latter he speaks of himself as suffering debonairly,^’ 
— or, as we should say, putting a good face upon — a state 
desperate of all bliss.” And it is a melancholy though 
half sarcastic glimpse into bis domestic privacy which he 
incidentally, and it must he allowed rather unnecessarily, 
gives in the following passage of the same poem : — 

" Awake ! *’ to me he said, 

In voice and tone the very same 
Tluit useth one whom I could name j 
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And with that voice, sooth to say(n) 

My mind returned to me again j 
For it was goodly said to mo j 
So was it never wont to be. 

In other words, the kindness of the voice reassured him 
that it was not the same as that which he was wont to hear, 
close to his pillow ! Again, the entire tone of the Prologue 
to the Legend of Good Women is not that of a happy lover ; 
although it would be pleasant enough, considering that 
the lady who imposes on the poet the penalty of celebrat- 
ing good women is Alcestis, the type of faithful wifehood, 
to interpret the poem as not only an amende honorable to 
the female sex in general, hnt a token of reconciliation to 
the poet’s wife in particular. Even in the joyous Assembly 
of Fowls j a marriage-poem, the same discord already makes 
itself heard ; for it cannot be without meaning that in his 
dream the poet is told by “ African,” — 

> tbon of love hast lost thy taste, I guess, 

As sick men have of sweet and bitterness j 

and liat he** confesses for himself that, though he has read 
much of love, he knows not of it by experience. While, 
however, we reluctantly accept the conclusion that Chaucer 
was unhappy as a husband, we must at the same time de- 
cline, because the husband was a poet, and one of rnemost 
genial of poets, to cast all the blame upon the wife, and to 
write her down a shrew. It is unfortunate, no doubt, but 
it is likewise inevitable, that at so great a distance of time 
the rights and Vrongs of a conjugal disagreement or 
estrangement cannot with safety he adjusted. Yet again, 
because we refuse to blame Philippa, we are not obliged 
to blame Chaucer. At the same time it must not be con- 
ceaied, that his name occurs in the year 1380 in connexion 
with a legal process of which the most obvious, though 
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not the only possible, explanation is that he had been 
guilty of a gra¥e infidelity towards his wife. Such dis- 
coveries as this last we might be excused for wishing 
uiunade. 

Considerable uncertainty remains with regard to the 
-dates of the poems belonging to this seemingly, in all 
respects but one, fortunate period of Chaucer’s life. Of 
one of these works, however, which has had the curious fate 
to be dated and re-dated by a succession of happy conjec- 
tures, the last and happiest of all may be held to have 
definitively fixed the occasion. This is the charming poem 
called the Assemhly of Fowls, or Farliament of Birds — a 
production which seems so English, so fresh from nature’s 
own inspiration, so instinct with the gaiety of Chaucer’s 
own heart, that one is apt to overlook in it the undeniable 
vestiges of foreign infiuences, both Erench and Italian. 
At its close the poet confesses that he is always reading, 
and therefore hopes that he may at last read something 

so to fare the better.” But with all this evidence of 
study the AssemlJ/y of Fowls chiefly in teres tiing as show-^ 
ing how Chaucer had now begun to select as well as to 
assimilate his loans 3 how, while he was still moTing along 
well-known tracks, his eyes were joyously glancing to the 
righrahd the left 3 and how the source of most of his 
imagery at all events he already found in Jhe merry 
England around Mm, even as he had chosen for his subject 
one of real national interest. 

Anne of Bohemia, daughter of the great Emperor 
Charles lY., and sister of King Wenceslas, had been suc- 
cessively betrothed to a Bavarian prince and to a Margrave 
of Meissen, before — after negotiations which, accK)rding 
to Eroissart, lasted a year — ^her hand was given to the - 
young King Bichard II. of England. This sufficiently 
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explains tlie general scope of the AsspsmMy of Fowls, an 
allegorical poem written on or about St. Yalentiiie^s Day, 
1381 — eleven months or nearly a year after wliicli date 
the marriage took place. On the morning sacred to lovers 
the poet (in a dream, of course, and this time conducted 
by the arch-dreamer Scipio in person) enters a garden con- 
taining in it the temple of the god of Love, and filled with 
inhabitants mythological and allegorical. Here he sees 
the noble goddess I:?‘ature, seated upon a hill of flowers, and 
around her ‘‘all the fowls that he,” assembled as by time 
honoured custom on St. Yalentine’s Day, “ when every 
fowl comes there to choose her mate.” Their huge noise 
and hubbub is reduced to order by Hature, who assigns 
to each fowl its proper place — ^the birds of prey highest ; 
then those that eat according to natural inclination — 

— worm or thing of which I tell no tale ; 

then those that live hy seed ; and the various members of 
the several classes are indicated with amusing vivacity and 
point, from the royal eagle* “ that with his sharp look 
pierceth the suu,” and “ other eagles ©f a lower kind ” 
downwards. We can only And room for a portion of the 
company : — 

Tl^e sparrow, Venns’ son ; the nightingale 
That clepeth forth the freshe leaves new | 

The swallow, murderer of the bees small. 

That honey make of flowers fresh of hue ; 

The wedded turtle, with his heart e true 
The peaoQck, with his angels* feathers bright, 

The pheasant, scorner of the cock by night. 

The waker goose, the cuckoo, ever unkind % 

The popinjay, full of delicacy ; 

Tbe drake, destroyer of his owne kind; 

The stork, avenger of adultery ; 

Tbe cormorant, hot and full of gluttony 3 
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The crows and ravens wiih their voice of care ; 

And the throstle old, and the frosty fieldfare. 

E'aturalists must "be left to explain some of these epithets 
and designations, not all of which rest on allusions as 
easily understood as that recalling the goose’s exploit 
.on the Capitol; but the vivacity of the whole description 
speaks for itself. One is reminded of Aristophanes* 
feathered chorus ; but birds are naturally the delight of 
poets, and were befriended by Dante himself. 

Hereupon the action of the poem opens. A female 
eagle is wooed by three suitors — all eagles ; hut among 
them the first, or royal eagle, discourses in the manner 
most likely fco conciliate favour. Before the answer is 
given, a pause furnishes an opportunity to the other 
fowls for delighting in the sound of their own voices, 
Dame Hature proposing that each class of birds shall, 
through the beak of its representative agitator,*’ ex- 
press its opinion on the problem before the assembly. 
There is much humour in ihe readiness of the goose to 
rush in with a ready-made resolution, and in the smart 
reproof administered by the sparrow-hawk amidst the up- 
roar of “ the gentle fowls all.” At last Nature silences 
the tumult, and the lady-eagle delivers her answer, to the 
effecFthat she cannot make up her mind for a year to 
come ; but inasmuch as Nature has advised bento choose 
the royal eagle, his is clearly the most favourable prospect. 
Whereupon, after certain fowls had sung a roundel, as 
was always the usance,” the assembly, like some human 
Parliaments, breaks up with shouting ; ^ and the dreamer 
awakes to resume his reading. 

^ Than all the hirdis song with sio a schoat 
That I annone awoik qiihair that I lay. 

Dvnbae, The Thrissill and the Rou« 



TWO MINOE POEMS. 


Very posaiWy the Assembly of Fowls was at no great 
interval of time either followed or preceded "by two poems 
of far inferior interest — the Gomplaint of Mars (appa- 
rently afterwards amalgamated with that of Venus), which 
is supposed to he sung by a bird on St. Valentine's morn- 
ing, and the fragment Of Queen Anelida and false Arcite.^ 
There are, however, reasons which make a less early date 
probable in the case of the latter production, the history of 
the origin and purpose of which can hardly be said as yet 
to be removed out of the region of mere speculation. In 
any cas$, neither of these poems can be looked upon as 
preparations, on Chaucer's part, for the longer work on 
which he was to expend so much labour j but in a sense 
this description would apply to the translation which, 
probably before he wrote Troilus and Gressid, certainly 
before he wrote the Prologue to the Legend of Good 
Women, he made of the famous Latin work of Boethius, 
the just man in prison,'' on the Consolation of Philo- 
sophy. This book was, and very justly so, one of the 
favourite manuals of the Middle Ageai^ and a treasure- 
house of religious wisdom to centuries of English writers. 
“ Boice of Consolacioun ” is cited in the Romaunt of the 
Rose ; and the list of passages imitated by Chaucer from 
the martyr of Catholic orthodoxy and Eoman freedom 
of speech js exceedingly long. Among them are the ever- 
recurring diatribe against the fickleness of fortune, and 
(through the medium of Dante) the reflection on the dis- 
tinction between gentle birth and a gentle life. Chaucer's 
translation was not made at second-hand ; if not always 
easy it is conasientious, and interpolated with numerous 
glosses and explanations thought necessary by the trans- 
^lator. the metre of The Former lAfe he at one time oi 
another turned into verse of his own. 
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Perhaps the most interesting of the quotations made in 
Chaucer’s poems from Boethius occurs in his Troilus and 
Oressid, one of the many mediseval versions of an episode 
engrafted hy the lively fancy of an Angio-Forman trouvcre 
upon the deathless, and in its literary variations incom- 
parably luxuriant, growth of the story of Troy. On Benoit 
de Sainte-Maure’s poem Guido de Colonna founded his 
Latin-prose romance ; and this again, after being repro- 
duced in languages and hy writers almost innumerable, 
served Boccaccio as the foundation of his poem Filostrato 
— ^i. e. the victim of love. AH these works, together with 
Chaucer’s Troilus and Cressid^ with Lydgate’s Troy-BooJcj 
with Henryaon’s Testament of Qressid (and in a sense 
even with Shakspere’s drama on the theme of Chaucer’s 
poem), may he said to belong to the second cycle of 
modern versions of the tale of Troy divine. Already 
their earlier predecessors had gone far astray from Homer, 
of whom they only knew hy hearsay, relying for their 
facts on late Latin epitomes, which freely mutilated 
and perverted the Homeric narrative in favour of the 
Trojans — the supposed ancestors of half the nations of 
Europe. Accordingly, Chaucer, in a well-known passage 
in his Home of Fame^ regrets, with sublime coolness, how 
“ onr^aid that Homer ” wrote lies,” 

Feigning in bis poetries 

And was to Greekes favonrahle. 

Therefore held be it but fable. 

But the courtly poets of the romantic age of literature went 
a step further, and add^d a mediseval colpuring all their 
own. One converts the Sibyl into a, mm, and makes her 
admonish jEneas to tell Ms beads. Another — it is Chaucer’s 
successor Lydgate — introduces Priam’s sons exercising 
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their bodies in tonmaiiients and their minds in the glorious 
play of chesSy and causes the memory of Hector to be con- 
secrated by the foundation of a chantry of priests who are 
to pray for the repose of his soul. A third finally con- 
demns the erring Cressid to he stricken with leprosy, and 
to wander about with cup and clapper, like the unhappy, 
lepers in the great cities of the Middle Ages. Everything, 
in short, is transfused by the spnit of the adapters’ own 
times ; and so far are these writers from any weakly sense 
of anachronism in describing Troy as if it were a moated 
and turreted city of the later Middle Ages, that they are 
only careful now and then to protest their own truthful- 
ness when anything in their narrative seems unlike the 
days in which they write. 

But Chaucer, though his poem is, to start with, only an 
English reproduction of an Italian version of a Latin 
translation of a French poem, and though in most respects 
it shares the characteristic features of the body of poetic 
fiction to which it belongs, . is far from being a mere 
translator. Apart from several remarkable reminiscences 
introduced by Chaucer from Dante, as well as from the 
irrepressible Romaunt of the Mosey he has changed his 
original in points which are not mere matters of detail or 
questions of convenience. In accordance with the eSsen- 
tially dxainatic bent of his own genius, some of these 
changes have reference to the aspect of the characters and 
the conduct of the plot, as well as to the whole spirit of the 
conception of thfe poem. Cressid (who, by the way, is a 
widow at the outset — whether she had children or not, 
Chaucer nowh«e found stated, and therefore leaves un- 
decided) may at first sight strike the reader as a less cois- 
^sistent character in Chaucer than in Boccaccio. But there 
is true art in the way in which, in the English poem, our 
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sympathy is first aronsed for the heroinej whom, in the 
end, we cannot hut condemn. In Boccaccio, Cressid is 
Mr and false — one of those fickle creatures with whom 
Italian literatture, and Boccaccio in particular, so largely 
deal, and whose presentment merely repeats to ns the old 
.cynical half-truth as to woman’s weakness. The English 
poet, though he does not pretend that his heroine was 
religious” (ie. a nun to whom earthly love is a sin), 
endears her to us from the first ; so much that 0 the 
pity of it” seems the hardest verdict we can ultimately 
pass upon her conduct. How, then, is the catastrophe of 
the action, the falling away of Cressid from her truth to 
Troilus, poetically explained ? By an appeal — pedantically 
put, perhaps, and as it were dragged in violently by means 
of a truncated quotation from Boethius — to the funda- 
mental difficulty concerning the relations between poor 
human life and the government of the world. This, it 
must be conceded, is a considerably deeper problem than 
the nature of woman. Troilus and Cressid, the hero sinned 
against and the sinning heroine, are the vidims of Fate, 
Who shall cast a stone against those who are, hut like the 
rest of us, predestined to their deeds and to their doom ; 
since the co-existence of free-will with predestination does 
not ^mit of proof? This solution of the conflict may be 
morally as well as theologically unsound ; it certamly is 
aesthetically faulty ; but it is the reverse of frivolous or 
commonplace. 

Or let us turn from Cressid, matchless in beauty,” 
and warm with sweet life, but not ignoble even in the 
season of her weakness, rto another personjsge of the poem. 
In itself the character of Pandarus is one of the most 
revolting which imagination can devise ; so much so that^ 
the name has become proverbial for the most despicable 
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of tuiman types. Witli Boccaccio Pandarus is Cressid’s 
cousin and Troilns’ yontMnl friend, and there is no inten- 
tion of making Mm more ojBTensive than are half the con- 
fidants of amorous heroes. But Chancer sees his dramatic 
opportunity; and without painting black in black and 
creating a monster of vice, he invents a good-natured and, 
loquacious, elderly go-between, full of proTerbial philo- 
sophy and invaluable experience — a genuine light comedy 
character for all times. How admirably this Pandarus 
practises as well as preaches his art ; using the hospitable 
Deiphobus and the queenly Helen as unconscious instru- 
ments in his intrigue for bringing the lovers together : — 


She came to dinner in her plain intent 5 
But God and Pandar wist what all this meant. 


Lastly, considering the extreme length of Chaucer’s 
poem, and the very simple plot of the story wMch it tells, 
one caroaot fail to admire the skill with wMch the conduct 
of its action is managed. In Boccaccio the earlier part of 
the story is treated with brevity, while the conclusion, after 
the catastrophe has occurred and the main interest has 
passed, is long dravm out. Chaucer dwells at great length 
upon the earlier and pleasing portion of the tale, more 
especially on the falling in love of Cressid, which is wt^ked 
out with admirable naturalness. But he comparatively 
hastens over its pitiable end — the fifth and last hook of his 
poem corresponding to not less than four cantos of the 
Filostrato. In Chaucer’s hands, therefore, the story is a 
real love-story, and the more that we are led to rejoice 
with the lovers^in their bliss, the^more our compassion is 
excited by the lamentable end of so much happiness ; and 
we feel at one with the poet, who, after liageriag over the 
happiness of which he has in the end to narrate the fall, as 
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it were nnwillinglj proceeds to accomplisli Ms task^ and 
Mds Ms readers be wroth with the destiny of his heroine 
rather than with Mmself. His own heart, he says, bleeds 
and his pen quakes to write T/hat must be written of the 
falsehood of Cressid, which was her doom. 

Chaucer’s nature, howeyer tried, was unmistakeably one 
gifted with the blessed power of easy self-recovery. Though 
it was in a melancholy vein that he had begun to write 
Troil'm and Cressid, he had found opportunities enough 
in the course of the poem for giving expression to the fresh 
vivacity and playful humour which are Justly reckoned 
among his cMef characteristics. And thus, towards its 
close, we are not surprised to find him apparently looking 
forward to a sustained effort of a kind more congenial to 
himseK. He sends forth his little book, Ms little 
tragedy,” with the prayer that, before he dies, God his 
Maker may send him might to ‘^make some comedy,” 
If the poem called the Home of Fame followed upon 
Troilus and Cressid (the order of succession may, however, 
have been the reverse), then, although the poet’s own 
mood had Mttle altered, yet he had resolved upon essay- 
ing a direction wMch he rightly felt to be suitable to Ms 
gemus. 

The SoTise of Fame bas not been distinctly traced to 
any one foreign source ; but the influence of both Petrarch 
and Dante, as well as that of classical authors, are 
clearly to be traced in* the poem. And yet this work, 
Chaucer’s most ambitious attempt in poetical allegory, 
may he described not only as in the main due to an origmal 
conception, but as representing the results of the writer’s 
personal experience. All things considered, it is the pro« 
duction of a man of wonderful reading, and shows that 
Chaucer’s was a mind interested in the widest variety of"" 
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subjected wticli drew no inyidious distinctions, sncIi m 
we modems are prone to insist upon, between Arts and 
Science, but (notwithstanding an occasional deprecatory 
modesty) eagerly sought to familiarise itseH with the 
achievements of both. In a passage concerning the men 
of letters who had found a place in the House of Fame^ ^ 
he displays not only an acquaintance with the names 
of several ancient classics, but also a keen appre- 
ciation, now and then perhaps due to instinct, of their 
several characteristics. Elsewhere he shows his interest 
in scientific inquiry by references to such matters as 
the theory of sound and the Arabic system of numera- 
tion j while the Mentor of the poem, the Eagle, openly 
boasts his powers of clear scientific demonstration, in 
averring that he can speak ^‘lewdly” (Le. popularly) 
** to a lewd man.” The poem opens with a very fresh 
and lively discussion of the question of dreams in general 
— a semi-scientific subject which much occupied Chaucer, 
and upon which even Pandarus and the wedded couple of 
the Nun^s Friesfs Tale expend their philosophy. 

Thus, besides giving evidence of considerable informar 
tion and study, the House of Fame shows Chaucer to have 
been gifted with much natural humour. Among its happy 
touches are the various rewards bestowed hy Fame upon 
the claimants for her favour, including the ready grant of 
evil fame to those who desire it (a had name, to speak 
colloquially, is to be had for the ’askmg) ; and the won- 
derful paucity of those who wish their good works to 
remain in obscurity and to he their own reward, but then 
Chaucer was writing in the Middle Ages. And as point- 
ing in a direction which the author of the poem was sub- 
sequently to follow out, we may ^so specially notice the 
company thronging the House of Humour : shipmen and 
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pilgrims, tb.© two most numerous kinds of travellers in 
Cbaucer’s age, fresh bom seaport and sepulchre, with scrips 
hrimful of unauthenticated intelligence. In short, this 
poem offers in its details much that is characteristic of its 
author^s genius ; while, as a whole, its abrupt termination 
notwithstanding, it leaves the impression of completeness. 
The allegory, simple and clear in construction, fulfils the 
purpose for which it was devised ; the conceptions upon 
which it is based are neither idle, like many of those in 
Chaucer’s previous allegories, nor are they so artificial and 
far-fetched as to fatigue instead of stimulating the mind. 
Pope, who reproduced parts of the House of Fame in a 
loose paraphrase, in attempting to improve the construc- 
tion of Chaucer’s work, only mutilated it. As it stands, 
it is clear and digestible ; and how many allegories, one 
may take leave to ask, in our own allegory-loving litera- 
ture or in any other, merit the same commendation 1 Por 
the rest. Pope’s own immortal Dunciad^ though doubtless 
more immediately suggested by a personal satire of Dry- 
den’s, is in one sense a kind of travesty of the House of 
FamSf — a House of Infamy. 

In the theme of this poem there was undoubtedly some- 
thing that could hardly fail to humour the half-melancholy 
mood in which it was manifestly written. Are not, the 
poet could not hut ask himself, all things vanity ; “as men 
say, what may ever last 1” Yet the subject brought its 
consolation likewise. Patient labour, such as tMs poem 
attests, is the surest road to that enduring fame, which is 
“ conserved with the shade and awaking from his vision, 
Chaucer takes leave of the reader with a resolution already 
habitual to him — ^to read more and more, instead of yesting 
satisfied with the knowledge he has aJxeady acquired. 
And in the last of the longer poems which seem assignable 
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to tMs period of Ms life, lie proves that one Latin poet at 
least— VenW clerk, whom in the he beheld 

standing on a pillar of her own Cyprian metal — ^had been 
read as well as celebrated by him. 

Of this poem, the fragmentary Legend of Good Women^ 
the Prologue possesses a peculiar biographical as well as 
literary interest. In his personal feelings on the subject 
of love and marriage, Chaucer had, when he wrote this 
Prologue^ evidently almost passed even beyond the 
sarcastic stage. And as a poet he was now clearly con- 
scious of being no longer a beginner, no longer a learner 
only, but one whom his age knew, and in whom it took 
a critical interest. The list including most of his un- 
doubted works, which he here recites, shows of itself that 
those already spoken of in the foregoing pages were by 
this time known to the world, together with two of 
the Canterbury Tales, which had either been put forth 
independently, or (as seems much less probable) had 
formed the first instalment of his great work. A further 
proof of the relatively late date of thi^ Prologue occurs 
in the contingent offer which it makes of the poem 
to “the Queen,” who can be no other than Eichard 
II/s young consort Anne. At the very outset we find 
Chaucer as it were reviewing his own literary position 
— and doing so in the spirit of an author who knows 
very well what is said against him, who knows very 
well what there is in what is s^id against him, and 
who yet is fuU of that true self-consciousness which 
holds to its course — ^not recklessly and ruthlessly, not 
with a contempt for the feelings^ and judgments of his 
fellow-creatures, but with a serene trust in the justifica-' 
tion ensured to every honest endeavour. The principal 
t&eme of Ms poems had hitherto been the passion of love, 
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and woman wlio is tli© object of tlie love of man. Had 
he notj tlio superfiine critics of Ms day may have asked — 
steeped as tkey were in the artificiality and fiorid extra- 
vagance of chivalry in the days of its decline, and 
habituated to mistranslating earthly passion into the 
phraseology of religions devotion — ^had he not debased 
the passion of love, and defamed its object f Had he not 
began by translating the wicked satire of Jean de Menng, 
a heresy against the law ” of Love, and had he not, by 
cynically painting in his Cressid a picture of woman^s 
perfidy, encouraged men to be less faithful to women 
That be as true as ever was any steel P 
In Chauceris way of meeting this charge, which he 
emphasises by putting it in the mouth of the God of Love 
himself, it is, to be sure, difficult to recognise any very 
deeply penitent spirit. He mildly wards off the reproach, 
sheltering himself behind his defender, the ‘4ady in 
green,” who afterwards proves to he herself th§,t type of 
womanly and wifely fidelity unto death, the true and 
brave Alcestis. And even' in the body of the poem one 
is struck by a certain perfunctoriness, not to say flippancy, 
in the way in which its moral is reproduced. The wrathful 
invective against the various classical followers of Lamech, 
the maker of tents,® wears no aspect of deep moral 

* Lamech, Chaucer tells us in Queen AnneUdu and the false 
Arcitef was the 

first father that began 
The love of two, and was in bigamy. 

This poem seems designed to illustrate much the same moral 
as that enforced by the Legend of Good Women — a moral which, 
by-the-bye, is already foreshadowed towards the close of Troilm 
and Gressid, where Chaucer speaks of 

women that betrayed b© 

Through fals6 folk. fGod give them sorrow, amen I) 

[That 



THE LIGIND OF GOOB WOMEN, 


il] 

iadignation j and it is not precisely the Toice of a 
repentant siimeT wMoli concludes the pathetic story of the 
betrayal of Phillis with the adjuration to ladies in 
general :■ — 

Beware ye women of your subtle foe, 

Since yet tliis day men may example see g 
And as in love trast ye no man but me. 

At the same time the poet lends an attentive ear, as 
genius can always afford to do, to a criticism of his 
shortcomings, and readily accepts the sentence pronounced 
by Alcestis that he shall write a legend of good women, 
both maidens and also wives, that were 

trae in loving all their lives. 

And thus, with the courage of a good or at all events 
easy conscience, he sets about his task which unfortunately 
— ^it is conjectured by reason of domestic calamities, 
probably including the death of his wife— remained, or at 
least has come down to us unfinished. We have only 
nioe of the nineteen stories which he appears to have 
intended to present (though indeed a manuscript of 
Henry PV/s reign quotes Chaucer’s book of xxv good 
women”). It is by no means necessary to suppose that aU 
these nine stories were written continuously ; maybe, too, 
Chaucer, with all bis virtuous inteittions, grew tired of his 
rather monotonous scheme, at a time when he was begin- 
ning to busy himself with stories meant to be fitted into the 

That witl their greate wit and subtlety 
Betray yon i and ’tis this that movetb m© 

To speak ; and, in effect, yon all I pray : 

Beware of me^ and hearken wlmt I say. 
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more liberal framework of tbe Canterhurp Talm. A 1 these 
illustrations of female constancy are of classical origin^ as 
Chancer is glad to make known^ and most of them are 
taken from Ovid. But though the thread of the English 
poet^s narratiTes is snpplied by snch established favourites 
^ as the stories of Cleopatra the Martyr Queen of Eg3rpt5 
of Thisbe of Babylon the Martyr^ and of Dido to whom 
^neas was forsworn,” yet he by no means slavishly 
adheres to Ms authorities, but alters or omits in accordance 
with the design of Ms hook. Thus, for instance, we read 
of Medea^s desertion by Jason, but hear nothing of her as 
the murderess of her children j while, on the other hand, 
the tragedy of Dido is enhanced by pathetic additions 
not to be found in Virgil. Modern taste may dislike the 
way in which this poem mixes up the terms and ideas of 
Christian martyrology with classical myths, and as “ the 
Legend of the Saints of Cupid ” assumes the character of 
a kind of calendar of women canonised by reason of their 
faithfulness to eartMy love. But obviously this is a 
method of treatment belonging to an age, not to a single 
poem or poet. Chaucer's artistic judgment in the selection 
and arrangement of Ms themes, the wonderful vivacity 
and true pathos with which he turns upon Tarquin or 
Jason as if they had personally offended him, and 
his genuine flow of feeling not only for but with his 
unhappy heroines, add a new charm to the old familiar 
faces. Proof is thus furnished, if any proof were needed, 
that no story interesting in itself is too old to admit of 
being told again by a poet ; in Chaucer’s version Ovid 
loses something in polish, but notMng in pathos ; and the 
breezy freshness of nature seems to be blowing through 
tales wMch became the delight of a nation’s, as they have 
been that of many a man’s, youth. 
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A single passage mnst suffice to illustrate tlie style of 
the Legend of Good Women; and it shall be the lament 
of Ariadne , the concluding passage of the story which 
is the typical tale of desertion, though not, as it re- 
mains in Chaucer, of desertion unconsoled. It will he 
seen how far the English poet’s vivacity is from being’ 
extinguished hy the pathos of the situation described by 
him,. 

Eight in the dawening awaketh she. 

And gropeth in the bed, and found right naught. 

** Alas,” quoth she, ** that ever I was wrought ! 

F am betrayed I ** and her hair she rent. 

And to the strande barefoot fast she went. 

And criede ; “ Theseus, mine hearte sweet ! 

Where be ye, that I may not with you meet ? 

And mighte thus by beastes been y-slain I’* 

The hollow rockSs answered her again. 

No man she sawe ; and yet shone the moon, 

And high upon a rook she wente soon, 

And saw his barge sailing in the sea. 

Cold waxed her heart, and right thus saide she s 
** Meeker than ye I find the beastes wild ! 

(Hath he not sin that he her thus be|:uiled P) 

She cried, “ 0 turn again for mth and sin, 

Thy barge hath not all thy meinie in.” 

Hct kerchief on a pole sticked she, 

A-skanoe, that he should it well y-see, 

And should remember that she was behind, 

And turn again, and on the strand her find. 

But all for naught ; his way he is y-gone, 

And down she fell aswoone ou a stone ; 

And up she rose, and kissed, in all her care, 

The steppes of his feet remaining there ; 

And then unto her bed she speaketh so : 

Thou bed,” quoth she, “ that hast received two^ 
Thou shalt answer for two, and not for one j 
Where is the greater part away y-gone ? 

Alas, what sh^ I wretched wight become f 
For though so be no help shall hither csom©, 
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Home to mj oomitry dar© I not for dread, 

I can myselfe in tHs oas© not rede.” 

Why shonld I bell more of her o^mplaining ? 

It is so long it were a heavy thing. 

In her Epistle Naso telleth all. 

But shortly to the ©nde tell I shall. 

The goddes have her holpen for pity, 

And in the sign of Taurus men may see 
The stongs of her crown all shining clear. 

I will no fui-ther speak of this matter. 

But thus these false lovers can beguile 
Their true love ; the devil quite him his while ! 

Manifestly, then, in this period of his Itfe- — if a 
chronology which is in a great measure conjectural may he 
accepted — Chaucer had been a husy worker, and his pen 
had covered many a page with the results of his rapid 
productivity. Perhaps, his Words unto his own Scrivener^ 
which we may fairly date about this time, were rather too 
hard on “ Adam,” Authors are often hard on persons 
who have to read their handiwork prof essionaGy ; but 
in the interest of posterity poets may be permitted an 
execration or two^ against whosoever changes their words 
as weG as against whosoever moves their bones : — 

Adam Scrivener, if ever it tb©e befall 
Boece or Troihis to write anew, 

Under thy long locks may'st thou have the seal!, 

If thou my writing copy not more true I 
So oft a day I must thy work renew, 

It to correct and ^eke to rub and scrap© j 
And all is through thy negligence and rape.^' 

How far the manuscript of the Canterbury Tales had 
already progressed is uncertain; the Prologue to the 
Legend of Good Women mentions the Love of Falamon 
and Arcite — an earlier version of the Knighfs Tale, if 
not identical with it — and a Life of Baird Cecilia wMc£ 
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is preserved, apparently witliont alteration, in the Second 
Nujb^s Tale^ Possibly other stories had been already 
added to these, and the Prologue written — but this is more 
than can be asserted with safety. Who shall say whether, 
if the stream of prosperity had continued to flow, on which 
the bark of Chaucer’s fortunes had for some years been 
home along, he might not have found leisure and impulse 
sufficient for completing his masterpiece, or at all events 
for advancing it near to completion? That his powers 
declined with his years is a conjecture which it would be 
difficult to support by satisfactory evidence; though it 
seems natural enough to assume that he wrote the best of 
his CanUrlmry Tales in his best days. Troubled times 
we know to have been in store for him. The reverse 
in his fortunes may perhaps fail to call forth in us the 
sympathy which we feel for Milton in his old age 
doing battle against a Philistine reaction, or for Spenser 
overwhelmed with calamities at the end of a life full of 
bitter disappointment. But at least we may look upon it 
with the respectful pity which we entertain for Ben 
Jonson groaning in the midst of his* literary honours 
under that dura r&rum necessitas, which is rarely more 
a matter of indifference to poets than it is to other men. 

In 1386, as already noted, Chaucer, while continuing to 
hold both his offices at the Customs, had taken his seat in 
Parliameht as one of the knights of the shire of Kent. He 
had attained to this honour during the absence in Spain 
of his patron the Duke of Lancaster, though probably he 
had been elected in the interest of that prince. But 
John of G-aunt’s influence was inevitably reduced to 
nothing during his absence, and no doubt King Eichard 
now hoped to be a free agent. But he very speedily found 
"that the hand of *his younger uncle, Thomas Duke of 
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Gloucestery was heavier upon him than that of the elder. 
The Parliament of which Chaucer was a member was the 
assembly which boldly confronted the autocratical ten- 
dencies of Eichard II., and after overthrowing the Chan- 
cellor, Michael de la Pole, Earl of Suffolk, forced upon the 
king a Council controlling the administration of affairs. 
Concerning the acts of this Council, of which Gloucester 
was the leading member, little or nothing is known, except 
that in financial matters it attempted, after the manner 
of new hrooms, to sweep clean. Soon the attention of 
Gloucester and his following was occupied hy subjects 
more absorbing than a branch of reform fated to "Be treated 
fitfully. In this instance the new administration had 
as usual demanded its victims — and among their number 
was Chaucer. Eor it can hardly be a mere coincidence 
that by the beginning of December in this year, 1386, 
Chaucer had lost one, and by the middle of the 'same 
month the other, of his comptrollerships. At ^he same 
lime, it would he presumptuously unfair to conclude that 
misconduct of any kind on his part had been the reason 
of his removal. Ihe explanation usually given is that he 
fell as an adherent of John of Gaunt; perhaps a safer 
way of putting the matter would be to say that John 
of Gaunt was no longer in England to protect him. In- 
asmuch as even reforming Governments are occasionally 
as anxious about men as they are about measures, Chaucei^s 
posts may have been wanted for nominees of the Duke of 
Gloucester and his Council — such as it is probably no 
injustice to Masters Adam Yerdely and Henry Gisors 
(who respectively succeeded Chaucer in his two offices) to 
suppose them to have been. Moreover, it is just possible 
that Chaucer was the reverse of a persona grata to Glou- 
cester’s faction on account of the ComptroEer’s previous 
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official connexion witli Sir Mcholas Bxembre, wboj be^ 
sides being bated in tbe city, bad been accused of seeking 
to compass tbe deaths of tbe Duke and of some of bis ad- 
herents. In any case, it is noticeable tbat four montbs 
before tbe return to England of tbe Duke of Lancaster, 
Le. in July, 1389, Cbaucer was appointed Clerk of tbe 
King's Works at Westminster, tbe Tower, and a large 
number of other royal manors or tenements, including 
(from 1390 at all events) St. George’s Chapel, Windsor. 
In this office be was not ill-paid, receiving two shillings a 
day in money, and very possibly perquisites in addition, 
besides being allowed to appoint a deputy. Inasmuch as 
in tbe summer of tbe year 1389 King Eicbard bad assumed 
tbe reins of government in person, while tbe ascendancy of 
Gloucester was drawing to a close, we may conclude tbe 
Eling to have been personally desirous to provide for a faith- 
ful and attached servant of bis bouse, for whom be bad 
bad reason to feel a personal liking. It would be specially 
pleasing, were we able to connect with Chaucer’s restora- 
tion to official employment tbe bigb-minded Queen Anne, 
whose impending betrothal be bad probably celebrated 
in one poem, and whose patronage be bad claimed for 
another. 

Tbe Clerkship of tbe King’s Works to which Cbaucer 
was appointed, seems to have been but a temporary office ; 
or at all events be only held it for rather less than two 
years, during part of which be performed its duties by 
deputy. Abeady, however, before bis appointment to 
this post, be bad certainly become involved in difficulties. 
For in May, 1388, we find Ms pensions, at Ms own request, 
assigned to anofber person ( J obn Sealby) — a statement im- 
plying tbat be bad raised money on them wMcb be could 
only pay by making over tbe pensions themselves. Yery 
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possibly, too, be bad, before bis dismissal from Ms comp^ 
troUersbips, been subjected to an enquiry wbicb, if it did 
not touch Ms honour, at all events gave rise to very na- 
tural apprehensions on the part of himself and his friends. 
There is accordingly much probability in the conjecture 
wMch ascribes to this season of peril and pressure the 
composition of the following justly famous stanzas entitled 
Good Counsel of Chaucer : — 

Flee from the press, and dwell with soothfastness ; 

Suffice thee thy good, though it be small ; 

For hoard hath hate, and climbing tickleness : 

Press hath envy, and wealth is blinded all. 

Sarour no more than thee behove shall ; 

Do well thyself that other folk canst rede i 

And truth thee shall deliver, it is no dread. 

PainS thee not each crooked to redress 

In trust of her* that tumeth as a ball. 

Greate rest stands in little business. 

Beware also to spnm against a nail. 

Strive not as doth a pitcher with a wall. 

Deem§ thyself that deemest others’ deed j 

And truth thee shall deliver, it is no dread. 

r. 

That thee is sent receive in buxomness ; 

The wrestling of this world asketh a fall. 

Here is no home, here is but wilderness. 

Forth, pilgrims ! forth, beast, out of thy stall I 

Look up on high, and thanke God of all. 

Waive thy lust, and let thy ghost thee lead, 

And truth shall thee deliver, it is no dread. 

Misfortunes, it is said, never come alone j and whatever 
view may be taken as to the nature of the relations be- 
tween Chaucer and his wife, her death cannot have left 
him untouched. From the absence of ayiy record as to 
the payment of her pension after June, 1387, this event 


Fortune. 
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is presumed to kare taken place in the latter half of that 
year. More than this cannot safely he conjectured ; 
but it remains possible that the Legend of Good Women 
and its Prologue formed a peace-offering to one whom 
Chaucer may have loved again after he had lost her, though 
without thinking of her as of his ^‘late departed saint.” 
Philippa Chaucer had left behind her a son of the name 
of Lewis ; and it is pleasing to find the widower in the 
year 1391 (the year in which he lost his Clerkship of the 
Works) -attending to the boy's education, and supplying 
Mm with the intellectual bread and milk” suitable for 
his tender age in the shape of a popular treatise on a 
subject wMch has at all times excited the intelligent 
curiosity of the young. The treatise On the Astrolabe^ 
after describing the instrument itseK, and showing how 
to work it, proceeded, or was intended to proceed, to 
fulfil the purposes of a general astronomical manual ; hut, 
like other and more important works of its author, it has 
come down to us in an uncompleted, or at all events 
incomplete, condition. What there is of it was, as a 
matter of course, not original — ^popular scientific books 
rarely are. The little treatise, however, possesses a double 
interest for the student of Chaucer. In the first place it 
shows explicitly, what several passages imply, that while 
he was to a certain extent fond of astronomical study (as 
to Ms capacity for wMch he clearly does injustice to himself 
in the House of Fame) ^ his good sense and his piety alike 
revolted against extravagant astrological speculations. He 
certainly does not wish to go as far as the honest car- 
penter in the Miller's Tale, who glories in his incredulity 
of aught besides his credo, and who yet is afterwards be- 
fooled by the very impostor of whose astrological pursuits 
Tbie had reprehended the impiety. Men,f he says, shoxdd 
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know Hotting of that which is private to God„ Yea^ 
Messed he alway a simple man who knows nothing hut 
only his belief,” In his little work On the Astrolabe 
Chancer speaks with calm reasonableness of superstitions 
in which his spirit has no faith, and pleads guilty to 
ignorance of the useless knowledge with which they are 
surrounded . But the other, and perhaps the chief value, 
to us of this treatise lies in the fact that of Chaucer in 
an intimate personal relation it contains the only picture 
in which it is impossible to suspect any false or exaggerated 
colouring. Bor here we have him writing to his little 
Lewis” with fatherly satisfaction in the ability displayed 
by the hoy “ to learn sciences touching nambers and pro- 
portions,” and telling how, after making a present to the 
child of “ a sufficient astrolabe as for our own horkon, 
composed after the latitude of Oxford,” he has further 
resolved to explain to him a certain number of conclusions 
connected with the purposes of the instrument. This he 
has made up his mind to do in a forcible as well as 
simple way ; for he has shrewdly divined a secret, now 
and then overlooked by those who condense sciences foi 
babes, that children need to be taught a few things not 
only clearly but fully — repetition being in more senses 
than one “the mother of studies:” — 

ISTow will I pray meekly every discreet person that readeth 
or heareth this little treatise, to hold my rude inditing excused, 
and my superfluity of words, for two causes. The first cause 
is : that curious inditing and hard sentences are full heavy at 
once for such a child to learn. And the second cause is this j 
that truly it seems better to me to write unto a child twice a 
good sentence, than to forget it once. 

Unluckily we know nothing further of Lewis — not even 
whether, as has been surmised, he died before he had 
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1)6611 aMe to turn to IncratiYe accotint hiB calculation 
powers^ after the fasMon of his apocryphal brother Thomas 
or otherwise. 

Though by the latter part of the year 1391 Chancer had 
lost his Clerkship of the Works, certain payments (possibly 
of arrears) seem afterwards to have been made to him 
in connexion with the office. A very disagreeable incident 
of his tenure of it had been a double robbery from his 
person of official money, to the very serious extent of 
twenty pounds. The perpetrators of the crime were a 
notorious gang of highwaymen, by whom Chaucer was, in 
September, 1390, apparently on the same day, beset both 
at Westminster, and near to ‘Hhe foul Oak’^ at Hatcham 
in Surrey. A few months afterwards he was discharged by 
writ from repayment of the loss to the Crown. His expe- 
riences during the three years following are unknown ; 
but in 1394 (when things were fairly quiet in England) 
he was granted an annual pension of twenty pounds by 
the King. This pension, of which several subsequent 
notices occur, seems at times to have been paid tardily or 
in small instalments, and also to have been frequently an- 
ticipated by Chaucer in the shape of loans of small sums. 
Further evidence of his straits is to he found in his having, 
in the year 1398, obtained letters of protection against 
arrest, making him safe for two years. The grant of a tun 
of wine in ’October of the same year is the last favour known 
to have been extended to Chaucer by King Eichard II. 
Probably no English sovereign has been more diversely 
estimated, both by his contemporaries and by posterity, 
than this ill-fated prince, in the records of whose career 
many passages* betokening high spirit strangely contrast 
with the impotence of its close. It will at least be re- 
membered in Ms fatour that he was a patron of the arts 
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and tAat after Froissart liad been present a,t Ms ckristen- 
ing, be received, when on tbe tbresbold of manbood, tbe 
bomage of Gower, and on tbe eve of bis downfall showed 
most seasonable kindness feo a poet far greater than eitbei 
of these. It seems scarcely justifiable to assign to any 
particular point of time tbe Ballade sent to King Richard 
by Chancer ; but its manifest intention was to apprise tbe 
Iring of tbe poef s sympathy with bis struggle against tbe 
opponents of tbe royal policy, which was a thoroughly 
autocratical one. Considering tbe nature of tbe relations 
between tbe pair, nothing could be more unlikely than 
that Chaucer should have taken upon himself to^exhort Ms 
sovereign and patron to steadfastness of political conduct 
And in truth, though the loyal tone of tMs address is (as 
already observed) unmistakeahie enough, there is little 
difficulty in accounting for the mixture of commonplace 
reflexions and of admonitions fco the king, to persist in a 
spirited domestic policy. He is to 

Dread God, do law, love tmtli and worthiness, 

and wed his people — not himself — again to steadfastness ” 
However, even a qnasi-political poem of this description, 
whatever element of implied flattery it may contain, offers 
pleasanter reading than those least attractive of all occa- 
sional poems, of wMch the burden is a cry for money. 
The Envoy to Scogan has been diversely dated, and di- 
versely interpreted. The reference in these lines to a 
deluge of pestilence, clearly means, not a pestilence pro- 
duced by heavy rains, hut heavy rains which might be 
expected to produce a pestilence. The primary purpose 
qf the epistle admits of no doubt, though it is only revealed 
in the postscript. After bantering his friend on account 
of his faint-heartedness in love — 
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Because tisy lady saw not thy distress^ 

Therefore thou gavest her up at Michaeliiiar4«- 

diaucer ends by entreating him to further his claims upon 
the royal munificence. Of this Mend, Henry Scogan, 
a tradition repeated hy Ben Jonson averred that he 
was a fine gentleman and Master of Arts of Henry lY.^s 
time, who was regai'ded and rewarded for his Court 
disguisings ” and “writings in hallad-royal.” He is 
therefore appropriately apostrophised by Chaucer as 
kneeling 

at the sireames head 

Of grace, of all honour and worthiness, 

and reminded that his friend is at the other end of the 
eiirrent. The weariness of tone, natural under the cir- 
cumstances, obscures whatever humour the poem possesses. 

Very possibly the lines to Scogan were written not 
before, but immediately after, the accession of Henry IV. 
In that case they belong to about the same date as the 
wellknown and very plainspoken Complaint of Chaucer to 
his Purse, addressed by bim to the new Sovereign without 
loss of time, if not indeed, as it would he hardly urn 
charitable to suppose, prepared beforehand. Even in this 
Complaint (the term was a technical one for an elegiac 
piece, and was so used by Spenser) there is a certain frank 
geniality of tone, the natural accompaniment of an easy 
conscience, which goes some wa;^ to redeem the nature 
of the subject. StiH, the theme remains one which 
only an exceptionally skilful treatment can make suffi- 
ciently pathetic or perfectly comic. The lines had the 
desired effect;^ for within four days after his accession 
— Le. on October 3rd, 1399 — ^the “ conqueror of Brutes 
Albion,"' otherwise. King Henry lY., doubled Chaucer's 
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pension of twenty marks, so that, continniiig as he did to 
enjoy the anmiity of twenty pounds granted Mm by King 
Richard, he was now once more in comfortable circum- 
stances. The best proof of these lies in the fact that Tery 
speedily — on Christmas Eve, 1399 — Chancer, probably in 
a rather sanguine mood, covenanted for the lease for 
fifty-three years of a house in the garden of the chapel 
of St. Mary at Westminster. And here, in comfort and 
in peace, as there seems every reason to believe, he 
died before another year, and with it the century, had 
quite run out — on October 25th, 1400. 

Our fancy may readily picture to itseK the Isst days of 
G-eofifey Chaucer, and the ray of autumn sunshiue 
which gilded his reverend head before it was bowed 
in death. His old patron’s more fortunate son, whose 
earlier chivalrous days we are apt to overlook in tMnk- 
ing of him as a poiiuic king and the sagacious founder 
of a dynasty, cannot have been indifferent ta the wel- 
fare of a subject for whose needs he had provided with 
so prompt a liberality. In ’ the vicinity of a throne the 
smiles of royalty are wont to be contagious — and pro- 
bably many a courtier thought well to seek the com- 
pany of one who, so far as we know, had never forfeited 
the goodwill of any patron or the attachment of any 
friend. We may, too, imagine him visited by associates 
who loved and honoured the poet as well as the man — by 
Gower, blind or nearly so, if tradition speak the truth, 
and who, having ** long had sickness upon hand,” seems 
unlike Chaucer to have been ministered to in his old age 
by a housewife whom he had taken to himself in contra- 
diction of principles preached by both the' poets; and by 
‘‘ Bukton,” converted, perchance, hy means of Chaucer’s 
gi£t to him of the Wife of Bathh Tale, to a resolution of 
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perpetual l)aclieIox]iood 5 but otherwise, as Mr. Carlyle 
would say, dim to us/^ Besides these, if he was still 
among the living, the philosophical Strode in his 
Dominican habit, on a visit to London from one of his 
monasteries; or — more probably — ^the youthful Lydgate, not 
yet a Benedictine monk, but pausing, on his return from 
his travels in divers lands, to sit awhile, as it were, at the 
feet of the master in whose poetic example he took pride; 
the courtly Scogan; and Occleve, already learned, who 
was to cherish the memory of Chaucer’s outward features 
as well as of his fruitful intellect : — all these may in his 
closing da^-s have gathered around their friend ; and per- 
haps one or the other may have been present to close 
the watchful eyes for ever. 

But there was yet another company with which, in 
these last years, and perhaps in these last days of his life, 
Chaucer had intercourse, of which he can rarely have lost 
sight, and which even in solitude he must have had 
constantly with him. This company has since heen 
well knovm to generations and centuries of Englishmen. 
Its members head that goodly procession of figures which 
have been familiar to our fathers as livelong friends, which 
are the same to us, and will be to our children after us — 
the procession of the nation’s favourites among the 
characters created by our great dramatists and novelists, 
the eternal types of human nature which nothing can 
efface from our imagination. Or is* there less reality about 
the Knight in hia short cassock and old-fashioned armour 
and the Wife of Bath in hat and wimple, than — for 
instance — about XJncle Toby and the Widow Wadman 1 
Can we not hear Madame Eglantine lisping her Strata 
ford-atte-Bowe ” Erench as if she were a personage in a 
comedy by Congreve" or Sheridan 1 Is not the BummorCer 
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witli tis fire-red chenibim’s face a wortby companion 
for Lieutenant Bardolpk Mmselff And have not the 
humble Parson and his Brother the Ploughman that 
irresistible pathos which Dickens could find in the simple 
and the poor! AH these fignreSj with those of their 
fellow-pilgrims, are to ns living men and women j and 
in their midst the poet who created them lives, as he 
has painted himself among the company, not less faith- 
fully than Occleve depicted him from memory after death. 

How long Chaucer had been engaged upon the Qanter- 
lury Tales it is impossible to decide. Ho process is more 
hazardous than that of distributing a poet’s works among 
the several periods of his life according to divisions of 
species — placing his tragedies or serious stories in one 
season, his comedies or lighter tales in another, and so 
forth. Chaucer no more admits of such treatment than 
Shakspere, nor because there happens to be in his case 
little actual evidence by which to control or contradict it, 
are we justified in subjectmg him to it. All we know 
is that he left his great work a fragment, and that we 
have no mention in any of his other poems of more than 
three of the Tales — two, as already noticed, being nien- 
tioned in the Prologue to the Legend of Good Women, 
written at a time when they had perhaps not yet assumed 
the form in which they are preserved, while to the third 
(the Wife of Bath) reference is made iu the Envoi to 
Bukton, the date of -v^hich is quite uncertain. At the 
same time, the labour which was expended upon the Caur 
terhury Tales by their author manifestly obliges us to 
conclude that their composition occupied several years, 
with mevitahle interruptions ; ^hile the gaiety and bright- 
ness of many of the stories, and the exuberant humour 
and exquisite pathos of others^ as weE m the masterly 
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effectiveness of the Prologue^ make it almost certain 
that these parts of the work were written when Ohancer 
was not only capable of doing his best, bnt also in a 
situation which admitted of his doing it.) The supposition 
is therefore a very probable one, that the main period of 
their composition may have extended over the last eleven 
or twelve years of his life, and have begun about the 
time when he was again placed above want by his 
appointment to the Clerkship of the Eoyal Works. 

Again, it is virtually certain that the poem of the 
Canterbury Tales was loft in an unfinished and partially 
unconnected condition, and it is altogether uncertain 
whether Chaucer had finally determined upon maintaining 
or modifying fche scheme originally indicated by him in 
the Prologue, There can accordingly he no necessity for 
working out a scheme into which everything that he has 
left belonging to the Canterbury Tales may most easily 
and appropriately fit. Yet the labour is by no means 
lost of such inquiries as those which have with singular 
zeal been prosecuted concerniug the ^several problems 
that have to he solved before such a scheme can he com- 
pleted. Without a review of the evidence it would how- 
ever be preposterous to pronounce on the proper answer 
to be given to the questions : what were the number of 
tales and that of tellers ultimately designed by Chaucer ; 
what was the order in which he intended the Tales actually 
written by him to stand ; and wllat was the plan of the 
journey of his pilgrims, as to the localities of its stages 
and as to the time occupied by it — ^whether one day for 
the fifty-six miles from London to Canterbury (which is 
by no means impossible), or two days (which seems more 
likely), or four. The route of the pilgrimage must have 
been one in parts of which it is pleasant even now to 
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daliy^ irlieii the sweet spring flowers are in bloom wMcb 
Mr, Boughton bas painted for lovers of tbe poetry of 
Engiisli landscape. 

There are one or two other points which should not 
be overlooked in considering the Canterhm^ Tales as a 
whole. It has sometimes been assumed as a matter of 
course that the plan of the work was borrowed from 
Boccaccio. If this means that Chancer owed to the 
Decamerone the idea of including a number of stories 
in the framework of a single narrative, it implies too 
much. Bor this notion, a familiar one in the East, had 
long been known to Western Europe by the numerous 
versions of the terribly ingenious story of the Seven 
Wise Masters (in the progress of which the unexpected 
never happens), as well as by similar collections of the 
same kind. And the special connexion of this device 
with a company of pilgrims might, as has been well 
remarked, have been suggested to Chaucer by ah English 
hook certainly within his ken, the Vision concerning Piers 
Plowman^ where^ in the fair field full of folk ” are 
assembled among others ‘‘ pilgrims and palmers who went 
forth on their way ” to St. James of Compostella and to 
saints at Rome with many wise tales ” — and had leave 
to lie aU their life after”). But even had Chaucer owed 
the idea of his plan to Boccaccio, he would not thereby 
have incurred a heavy debt to the Italian novelist 
There is nothing really dramatic in the schemes of the 
Decamerone^ or of the numerous imitations which it called 
forth, from the Erench Heptaineron and the Neapolitan 
Pentamerone down to the German Phantasm, It is 
unnecessary to come nearer to our own ‘times ; for the 
author of the Earthly Paradise follows Chaucer in en- 
deavouring at least to give a flamework of real action 
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k) Ms collection of poetic tales. There is no organic 
connexion between the powerful narrative of the Plague 
opening Boccaccio^s hook, and the stories chiefly of love 
and its adventures wMch follow ; all that Boccaccio did 
was to preface an interesting series of tales by a more in- 
teresting chapter of history, and then to hind the tales them-^ 
selves together lightly and naturally in days, like rows of 
pearls in a collar. But while in the Decamerone the frame- 
work in its relation to the stories is of little or no signifl- 
cance, in the Canterbury Tales it forms one of the most 
valuable organic elements in the whole work. One test of 
the distinction is this : what reader of the Decamerone 
connects any of the novels composing it with the per- 
sonality of the particular narrator, or even cares to 
remember the grouping of the stories as illustrations of 
fortunate or unfortunate, adventurous or illicit, passion 1 
The charm of Boccaccio’s hook, apart from the inde- 
pendent merits of the Introduction, lies in the admirable 
skin and unflagging vivacity with which the novels ” 
themselves are told. The scheme of ^Canterbury Tales^ 
on the other hand, possesses some genuinely dramatic 
^elements. If the entire form, at all events in its extant 
condition, can scarcely be said to have a plot, it at least 
has an exposition unsurpassed by that of any comedy, 
ancient or modern ; it has the possibility of a growth of 
action and interest; and (which is of far more im- 
portance, it has a variety of characters which mutually 
both relieve and supplement one another. "With how 
sure an instinct, by the way, Chaucer has anticipated that 
unwritten law of the modern drama according to wMch 
low comedy characters always appear in couples 1 Thus 
the Miller and the Meeve are a noble pair running in 
parallel lines, though in contrary directions ; so are the 
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Cook and the Manciple, and again and more especially 
the Friar and the Stimmoner. Thus at least the germ of 
a comedy exists in the plan of the Canterhury Tales. 
hfo comedy could he formed out of the mere circumstance 
of a company of ladies and gentlemen sitting down in 
a country-house to tell an unlimited number of stories 
on a succession of topics ; but a comedy could be written 
with the purpose of showing how a wide variety of 
national types will present themselvesj when brought 
into mutual contact by an occasion peculiarly fitted 
to call forth their individual rather than their common 
characteristics. 

For not only are we at the opening of the Canterhury 
Tales placed in the very heart and centre of English life ; 
hut the poet contrives to find for what may be called his 
action a background, which seems of itself to suggest the 
most serious emotions and the most humorous associations. 
And this without anything grotesque in the collocation, 
such as is involved in the notion of men telling anecdotes 
at a funeral, or forgetting a pestilence over love-stories. 
Chaucer’s dramatis persoiim are a company of pilgrims, 
whom at first we find assembled in a hostelry in South- 
wark, and whom we afterwards accompany on their journey 
to Canterhury. The hostelry is that Tabard inn which, 
though it changed its name, and no doubt much of its 
actual structure, long remained both in its general appear- 
ance, and perhaps in part of its actual self, a genuine relic 
of mediaeval London. There, till within very few years 
from the present date, might still he had a draught of that 
London ale of which Chaucer’s Cook was so thorough a 
connoisseur; and there within the big courtyard, surrounded 
by a gallery very probably a copy of its predecessor, was„ 
ample room for 
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— — well Tain© and twenty in a company 
Of sundry folk, 

with, their horses and trayelliiig gear sufficient for a ride 
to Canterhiiry, The goal of this ride has its religions, its 
national, one might even say its political aspect ; bnt the 
jonmey itself has an importance of its own. A journey 
is generally one of the best of opportunities for bringing* 
out the distinctive points in the characters of travellers ; 
and we are accustomed to say that no two men can long 
travel in one another’s company unless their friendship is 
equal to the severest of tests. At home men live mostly 
among colleagues and comrades ; on a journey they are 
placed in continual contrast with men of different pursuits 
and different habits of life. The shipman away from his 
ship, the monk away from his cloister, the scholar away 
from his books, become interesting instead of remaining 
commonplace, because the contrasts become marked which 
exist between them. Moreover, men undertake journeys 
for divers purposes, and a pilgrimage in Chaucer’s day 
united a motley group of chance companions in search of 
different ends at the same goal. One ''goes to pray, the 
other seeks profit, the third distraction, the fourth pleasure. 
To some the road is everything ; to others, its terminus. 
All this vanity lay in the mere choice of Chaucer’s frame- 
work ; there was accordingly something of genius in the 
thought itself ; and even an inferior, workmanship could 
hardly have left a description of •*a Canterbury pilgrimage 
unproductive of ,a wide variety of dramatic effects. 

But Chaucer’s workmanship was as admirable as his 
selection of his framework was felicitous. He has executed 
only part of Ms scheme, according to wMch each pilgrim 
was to tell two tales both going and coming, and the 
best narrator, the iaureate of tMs merry company, wag 
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to bo rewarded by a supper at tbe common expense 
on tbeir return to their starting-place. Thus tbe design 
was, not merely to string together a number of poetical 
tales by an easy thread, but to give a real unity and com- 
pleteness to the whole poem. All the tales told by all the 
pilgrims were to be connected together by links; the 
reader was to take an interest in the movement and 
progress of the journey to and fro ; and the poem was to 
have a middle as well as a beginning and an end : — tbe 
beginning being tbe inimitable Prologue as it now stands ; 
tbe middle tbe history of tbe pilgrims’ doings at Canter- 
bury ; and tbe close tbeir return and farewell celebration 
at tbe Tabard inn. Though Chaucer carried out only 
about a fourth part of this plan, yet we can see, as clearly 
as if tbe whole poem lay before us in a completed form, 
that its most salient feature was intended to lie in tbe 
variety of its characters, j 

Each of these characters is distinctly marked out in 
itself, while at tbe same time it is designed as tbe type 
of a class. This very obvious criticism of course most 
readily admits of being illustrated by tbe Prologue — a 
gallery of ^ewre-portraits which many master-bands have 
essayed to reproduce with pen or with pencil. Indeed 
one lover of Chaucer sought to do so with both — ^poor 
gifted Blake, whose descriptive text of bis picture of 
tbe Canterbury Pilgrims Charles Lamb, with tbe loving 
exaggeration in which be was at times fond of indulging, 
pronounced tbe finest criticism on Chaucer’s poem he 
bad ever read. But it should be likewise noticed that 
tbe character of each pilgrim is kept up through tbe 
poem, both incidentally in tbe connecting passages be- 
tween tale and tale, and in tbe manner in which tbe 
tales themselves are introduced and told. Tbe 
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necting passages are full of dramatic vivacity ; in these 
the Host, Master Harry Bailly, acts as a most elGScient 
ehoragm, hut the other pilgrims are not silent, and in the 
Mancijpleh Prologue, the Cook enacts a hit of downright 
farce for the amusement of the company and of stray 
inhahitants of Boh-np-and-down.” He is, however, 
homcBopathically cured of the effects of his drunkenness, ’ 
so that the Most feels justified in offering up a thanks- 
giving to Bacchus for his powers of conciliation. The 
Man of Law* s Prologue is an argument ; the Wife of Bathes 
the ceaseless clatter of an indomitable tongue. The 
sturdy Ffanhlin corrects himself when deviating into 
circumlocution : — 

Till that the hrighte sun had lost his hne, 

For th* hdrizon had reft the snn of light, 

(This is as much to say as : it was night). 

The Miller “ tells his churlish tale in his manner,” of 
which manner the less said the better ; while in the Reeve* s 
Tale, Chaucer even, after the manner of a comic dramatist, 
gives his Northern undergraduate a vu\gar ungrammatical 
phraseology, probably designedly, since the poet was him- 
self a Southern man.” The Bar doner is exuberant in 
his sample-eloquence ; the Doctor of Physic is gravely and 
sententiously moral — 

" a proper man, 

And like a prelate, hy Saint Ennyan, 

says the Host , Most sustained of all, though he tells no 
tale, is, from the nature of the case, the character of Harry 
Bailly, the host of the Tabard, himself — ^who, whatever 
resemblance h® may hear to his actnal original, is the ances- 
tor of a long line of descendants, including mine Host of 
'the Garter in ther Merry Wives of Windsor. He is a 
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tliorongli worldling, to whom anything smacking of th© pre- 
cisian in morals is as otfensiy© as anything of a Eomantie 
tone in literature ; he smells a Lollard without fail, and 
turns up his nose at an old-fashioned hallad or a string 
of tragic instances as out of date or tedious. In short, he 
speaks his mind and that of other more timid people at 
the same time, and is one of those sinners whom everybody 
both likes and respects. I advise,'’ says the I^ardoner, 
with polite impudence (when inviting the company to 
become purchasers of the holy wares which he has for 
sale), that 

OTLT host, he shall begin, 

For h© is most envelopM in sin. 

He is thus both an admirable pictiue in himself, and an 
admirable foil to those characters which are most unlike 
him — above all to the Parson and tbe Clerk of Oxford^ 
the representatives of religion and learning. 

As to tbe Tales themselves, Chaucer beyond a doubt 
meant their style and tone to be above all things popular. 
This is one of ther causes accounting for tbe favour shown 
to the work, — a favour attested, so far as earlier times pe 
concerned, by tbe vast number of manuscripts existing of 
it. The Host is, so to speak, charged with the constant 
injunction of this cardinal principle of popularity as to. 
both theme and style. TeU us,” he coolly demands of 
the most learned and sedate of all his fellow-travellers^ 

— some merry thing of adventures j 
Yonr termes, your colours, and your jSgures, 

Keep them in store, till so be ye indite 
High style, as when that men to hinges writ© | 

Speak ye so plain at this time, we you pray, 

That we may nnderstande that ye say. 

And the (Jl&rk follows the spirit of the injunction both 
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by omittingj as impertinent, a proeme in whicli Ms 
originalj Petrarch, gives a gi‘eat deal of valuable, but not 
in its connexion interesting, geograpMcal information, 
and by adding a facetious moral to what he calls the 

unrestful matter” of Ms story. Even the Squire^ 
though, after the manner of young men, far more than 
his elders addicted to the grand style, and accordingly 
specially praised for Ms eloquence by the simple Franklin, 
prefers to reduce to its plain meaning the courtly speech of 
the Knight of the Brazen Steed. In connexion with what 
was said above, it is observable that each of the Tales in sub- 
ject suits its narrator. Kot by chance is the all-but- 
Quixotic romance of Palamon and Arcite, taken by Chaucer 
from Boccaocio^s Teseide, related by the Enight ; not by 
chance does the Clerk, following PetrarcMs Latin version 
of a story related by the same author, tell the even more 
improbable, but, in the plainness of its moral, infinitely 
more frudtuous tale of patient Griseldis. How weU the 
Second Nun is fitted with a legend wMch carries us back a 
few centuries into the atmosphere of Hrosvitha^s comedies, 
and suggests with the utmost verisimilitude the nature of 
a nun’s lucubrations on the subject of marriage. It is 
impossible to go through the whole list of the Tales ; but 
all may be truly said to be in keeping with the characters 
and manners (often equally indifferent) of their tellers — 
down to that of the Nun^s which, brimful of 

humour as it is, has just the mild naughtiness about it 
wMch comes so »drolly from a spiritual director in his 
worldlier hour. 

Hot a single one of these Tales can with any show of 
reason be ascribed to Chaucer’s own invention. Erench 
literature — cMefly though not solely that of fabliaux — 
doubtless supplied the larger share of Ms materials ; but 
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ttat here also Ms debts to Italian literatnrey and to 
Boccaccio in particular, are considerable, seems bardly to 
admit of denial. But wbile Cbancer freely bon*owed from 
foreign models, be bad long passed beyond tbe stage of 
translating witbout assimilating. It would be rasb to 
assume that wbere be altered be invariably improved. His 
was not tbe unerring eye wbicb, like Sbakspere^s in Ms 
dramatic transfusions of Plutarch, missed no particle of tbe 
gold mingled with tbe baser metal, but rejected tbe dross 
with sovereign certainty. In dealing with Italian originals 
more especially, be sometimes altered for tbe worse, and 
sometimes for tbe better ; but be was never a mere slavish 
translator. So in tbe KnigMs Tale be may be held in 
some points to have deviated disadvantageously from bis 
original ; but, on the other band, in tbe Clerh^s Tale^ be 
inserts a passage on tbe fidelity of women, and another on 
tbe instability of tbe multitude, besides adding a touch of 
nature irresistibly pathetic in tbe exclamation of tbe 
faithful wife, tried beyond her power of concealing tbe 
emotion within her : 

0 gracious God ! how gentle and how kind 

Ye seemed by your speech and youi* visage 

The day that makfed was our marri%e. 

So also in tbe Man of Laiv's Tah^ wbicb is taken from 
tbe French, be increases tbe vivacity of tbe narrative by 
a considerable number of apostrophes in Ms own favourite 
manner, besides pleasing the general reader by divers 
general reflexions of bis own inditing. Almost necessarily, 
tbe literary form and tbe self-consistency of bis originals lose 
under such treatment. But bis dramatic sense, on wbicb 
perhaps bis commentators have not always sufficiently 
dwelt, is rarely, if ever, at fault. Two illustrations of 
tMs gift in Chaucer must suffice, wbiob shall be chosen in 
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two qiiarteis wliere lie has worked with, materials of the 
most widely different kind- Many readers must haTO* 
compared with Dante’s original (in canto xxxiii. of the 
Inf&md) Chaucer’s yersion in the Monh^s Tale of the 
story of Dgolino* Chaucer, while he necessarily omits 
the ghastly introduction, expands the pathetic picture of 
the sufferings of the father and his sons in their dungeon, 
and closes, far more briefly and effectively than Dante, 
with a touch of the most refined pathos : — 

DB HUGILmO COMITB FISM. 

Of Hngolia of Pisa tlie langndr 
Tiler© may no tongue telle for pitf. 

But little out of Pisa stands a tower, 

In‘ wMclie tower in prison put was he | 

And with him, be his little childreu three. 

The eldest scarcely five years was of age | 

Alas I fortune I it was great cruelty 
Such birds as these to put in such a cage. 

Condemned he was to die in that gpsdn, 

Bor Boyer, which that bishop was of Pise, 

Had on him made a false suggestion, 

Through which the people gan on him arise, 

And put him in prison in such a wise, 

As ye have heard, and meat and drink he had 
So little that it hardly might suffice, 

And therewithal it was full poor^and bad. 

And on a day befell that in that hour 
When that his meat was wont to be y-brought, 

The gaoler shut the doores of that tower. 

H© heard it well, although h© saw it not j 
And his lieart anon there fell a thoaght 
That they his death by hunger did devise. 

Alas ! ” quoth he, “ alas ! that I was wrought P* 
Therewith tlie teares felie from Ms ©yes. 
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His youngest soiij that three years was of 
Unto kiln said : Father, v/hy r3o yo weep P 
When will the gaoler bring iis oui* pottage ? 

Is there no morsel bread that ye do keep ? 

I am so hungry that I cannot sleep. 

Now woulde God that I might sleep for e\^er f 
Then should not hunger in my belly creep. 

There is no thing save bread that I would liever. 

Thus day by day this child began to cry, 

Till in his father’s lap adown he lay, 

And saide : Farewell, father, I must die ! ’’ 

And kissed his father, and died the same day® 

The woeful father saw that dead he lay. 

And his two arms for woe began to bite, 

And said : “ Fortune, alas and well- away I 
For all my woe I blame thy treacherous spite.’® 

His children weened that it for hunger was, 

That he his armes gnawed, and not for woe. 

And saide : “ Father, do not so, alas ! 

But rather eat the flesh upon us two. 

Our flesh thou gavest us, our flesh thou take us fro, 
And eat enough.” Bight thus they to him cried j 
And aft^r that, within a day or two, 

They laid them in his lap adown and died. 

The father in despair likewise died of hunger ; and such 
was the end of the mighty Earl of Pisa, whose tragedy 
whosoever desires to hear at greater length may read it 
as told by the great poet of Italy hight Dante. " 

The other instance is that of The Fardoner's Tale^ which 
would appear to have been based on a .fabliau now lost, 
though the substance of it is preserved in an Italian novel, 
and in one or two other versions. For the purpose of 
noticing how Chaucer arranges as well as teUs a story, the 
following attempt at a condensed prose rendering of Ms 
narrative may be acceptable i— 
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Once upon a time in Flanders there was a company of 
young men, who gave themselves up to every kind of 
dissipation and debauchery — haunting the taverns where 
dancing and dicing continues day and night, eating and 
drinking, and serving the devil in his own temple by their 
outrageous life of luxury. It was horrible to hear their 
oaths, how they tore to pieces our blessed Lord’s body, as 
if they thought the Jews had not rent Him enough ; and 
each laughed at the sin of the others, and all were alike 
immersed in gluttony and wantonness. 

And so one morning it hefel that three of these rioters 
were sitting over their drink in a tavern, long before 
the hell had rung for nine o’clock prayers. And as they 
sat, they heard a hell clinking before a corpse that was being 
carried to the grave. So one of them hade his servant-lad 
go and ask what was the name of the dead man ; hut 
the hoy said that he knew it already, and that it was the 
name of a® old companion of his master’s. As he had been 
sitting drunk on a bench, there had come a privy thief, 
whom men called Death, and who slew all the people in 
this country ; and he had smitten the drunken man’s heart 
in two with his spear, and had then gone on his way 
without any more words. This Death had slain a thousand 
during the present pestilence; and the hoy thought it 
worth warning his master to beware of such an adversary, 
and to he ready to meet him at any tim$. ‘‘So my mother 
taught me ; I say no more.” “ Marry,” said the keeper 
of the tavern ; “ the child tells the truth ; this Death has 
slain all the inhabitants of a great village not far from here; 
I think that there must he the place where he dwells.” 
Then the rioter ^wore with some of his big oaths that he 
at least was not afraid of this Death, and that he would 
seek him out wherever he dwelt. And at his instance his 
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two boon-companions joined witb him in a vow that before 
nightfall they would slay the false traitor Death, who was 
the slayer of so many ; and the vow they swore was one ol 
closest fellowship between them — to live and die for one 
another as if they had been brethren bom. And so they 
went forth in their drunken fury towards the village of 
which the taverner had spoken, with terrible execrations 
on their lips that Death should he dead, if they might 
catch him.” 

They had not gone quite half a mile when at a stde 
between two fields they came upon a poor old man, who 
meekly greeted them with a God save you,*' sirs.” But 
the proudest of the three rioters answered Mm , roughly, 
asking him why he kept himself all wrapped up except his 
face, and how so old a fellow as he had managed to keep 
alive so long 1 And the old man looked him straight in 
the face and replied, “ Because in no town or village, 
though I journey as far as the Indies, can I find a man 
willing to exchange his youth for my age ; and therefore I 
must keep it so long as God wills it so. Death, alas ! 
will not have my life, and so I wander about like a rest- 
less fugitive, and early and late I knock on the ground, 
wMch is my mother's gate, with my staff, and say, ‘ Dear 
mother, let me in ! behold how I waste away 1 Alas ! 
when shall my hones be at rest 1 Mother, gladly will I 
give you my chest .containing all my worldly gear in re- 
turn for a shroud to wrap me in.' But she refuses me that 
grace, and that is why my face is pale apid withered. But 
you, sirs, are uncourteous to speak rudely to an inoffensive 
old man, when Holy Writ bids you reverence grey hairs. 
Therefore, never again give offence to an^pld man, if you 
wish men to be courteous to you in your age, should you 
live so long. And so God be with yea ; I must go wMther 
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I have to go/® But the second rioter prevented Mm, and 
SWOT© li© should not depart so lightly. Thon spakeat 
jost now of that traitor Death, who slays all our friends 
in tMs country. As thou art his spy, hear me swear that, 
unless thou tellest where he is, thon shalt die ; for thon 
art in his plot to slay ns young men, thon false thief 1 ” 
Then the old man told them that if they were so desirous 
of finding Death, they had but to turn up a winding path 
to wMch he pointed, and there they would find him they 
sought in a grove under an oak-tree, where the old man 
had Just left him ; he will not try to Mde himself for all 
your boasting. And so may God the Bedeemer save yon 
and amend yon ! ” And when he had spoken, all the three 
rioters ran till they came to the tree. But what they found 
there was a treasure of golden florins — nearly seven bushels 
of them a,s they thought. Then they no longer sought after 
Death, but sat down all three by the sMning gold. And 
the yonngect of them spoke first, and declared that Fortune 
had given this treasure to them, so that they might spend 
the rest of their Hves in mirth and jollity. The question 
was how to take tMs money — ^wMch clearly belonged to 
some one else — safely to the house of one of the three 
companions. It must be done by night ; so let them draw 
lots, and let him on whom the lot fell run to the town to 
fetch bread and wine, while the other two guarded the 
treasure carefully tiU the night came, .when they might 
agree whither to transport it. 

The lot fell on the youngest, who forthwith went his 
way to the town. Then one of those who remained with 
the treasure said to the other : “ Thou knowest well that 
thou art my swo 3 ^ brother, and I will tell thee something 
to thy advantage. Our companion is gone, and here is a 
gre’^t quantity of gold 'to be divided among us three. But 
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say, if I could manage so fhai tlie gold is divided between 
us two, should I not do thee a friend’s turn I ” And when 
the other failed to understand him, he made him, promise 
secrecy and disclosed his plan. Two are stronger than one. 
When he sits down, arise as if thou wouldest sport with 
him ; and while thou art struggling with him as in play, I 
will rive birn through both his sides ; and look thou do 
the same with thy dagger. After which, my dear friend, 
we will divide ail the gold between you and me, and then 
we may satisfy all our desires and play at dice to our 
hearts’ content.” 

Meanwhile the youngest rioter, as he weiit up to the 
town, revolved in his heart the beauty of the bright new 
florins, and said unto himself : If only I could have aU 
this gold to myself alone, there is no man on earth who 
would live so merrily as I.” And at last the Devil put it 
into his relentless heart to buy poison, in order with it to 
kill his two companions. And straightway he went on 
into the town to an apothecary, and besought him to sell 
him some poison for desfroying some rats which infested 
his house and a polecat which, he said, had made away 
with his capons. And the apothecary said : Thou ishalt 
have something of which (so may God save my soul 1) no 
creature in al the world could swallow a single grain 
without losing his life thereby — and that in less time than 
thou wouldest take to walk a mile in.” So the miscreant 
shut up this poison in a box, and then he went into the 
next street and borrowed three large bottles, into two of 
which he poured his poison, while the third he kept clean 
to hold drink for himself; for he meant to work hard all 
the night to carry away the gold. So l^e fiUed his three 
bottles with wine, and then went back to his companions 
under the tree. 
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What need to make a long discourse of what followed I 
As they had plotted their comrade's death, so they 
slew him, and that at once. And when they had done 
this, the one who had counselled the deed said,^‘ Now let 
ns sit and drink and make merry, and then we will hnry 
his hody." And it happened to him hy chance to take 
one of the hottles which contained the poison ; and he 
drank, and gave drink of it to his fellow ; and thus they 
both speedily died. 

The plot of this story is, as observed, not Chaucer's. 
But how carefully, how artistically the narrative is elabo- 
rated, incident hy incident, and point hy point ! How 
well every effort is prepared, and how well every turn of 
the story is explained! Nothing is superffuous, hut 
everything is arranged with care, down to the circum- 
stances of the hottles heing bought, for safety's sake, in 
the next street to the apothecary's, and of two out of 
three hottles being filled with poison, which is at once a 
proceeding natural in itself, and increases the chances 
against the two rioters when they are left to choose for 
themselves. This it is to he a good story-teller. But of a 
different order is the change introduced by Chaucer into 
his original, where the old hermit — who, of course, is 
Death himself — is ffeeing from Death. Chaucer's Old 
Man is seeking Death, but seeking him in vain — like 
the Wandering Jew of the legend!! This it is to he a 
poet. 

course it is always necessary to he cautious before 
asserting any apparent addition of Chaucer’s to he his own 
invention. Thu^ in the Merchanfs Tale, the very naughty 
plot of which is anything hut original, it is impossible to 
sa^ whether such is the case with the humorous competl- 
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tion of adiric© ‘between Jnstinns and Plaoebo^^ orwitb tlie 
fantastic machinery in wMcli Pinto and Proserpine anti« 
cipat© the part played hj Oberon and Titania in A 
summer NigMs Dream, On the otlier hand, Cliaiicer is 
capable of using goods manifestly borrowed or stolen for a 
pnrpose never intended in their original employment. 
Puck himself must have guided the audacious hand which 
could turn over the leaves of so respected a Father of the 
Church as St. Jerome, in order to derive from his treatise 
On JPerpetual Virginity materials for the discourse on 
matrimony delivered, with illustrations essentially her owuj 
by the Wife of Bath, 

Two only among these Tales are in prose — a vehicle of 
expression, on the whole, strange to the polite literature 
of the pre-Eenascence ages — ^but not both for the same 
reason. The first of these Tales is told hy the poet him- 
self, after a stop has been unceremoniously put upon Ms 
recital of the Ballad of Sir Tkopas hy the Host. The 
ballad itseK is a fragment of straightforward burlesque, 
wMch shows that in both the manner and the metre * of 
ancient romances, literary criticism could even in Chaucer's 
days find its opportunities for satire, though it is going 
rather far to see in Sir Thopas a predecessor of Don 
Quixote. The Tale of Melihceus is probably an English ver- 
sion of a French translation of Albert of Brescia's famous 
Booh of Consolation and Counsel, wMch comprehends in a 
slight narrative framework a long discussion between the 
unfortunate Melihceus, whom the wrongs and sufferings 

1 “ Placebo ” seems to bave been a onxrent term to express tbe 
character or the ways of the too deferential man/* “ Matterers 
*b© tbe Devil’s chaplams, that sing aye Placebo — Parson’s Tale. 

* Dunbar’s burlesque ballad of Sir TJwmas Non-wy is in the 
same stanaa. 
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inflicted upon liiin and Ms Lave brouglit to the verge of 
despair^ and Ms wise helpmate, Dame Prudence. By 
means of a long argumentatioii propped up hy quotations 
(not invariably assigned with conscientious accuracy to 
their actual source) from ‘‘The Book,” Seneca, ‘‘Tullius,” 
and other authors, she at last persuades him not only to 
reconcile himself to his enemies, but to forgive them, even 
as he hopes to be forgiven. And thus the Tale well 
bears out the truth impressed upon Meliboeus by the 
fonowing ingeniously combined quotation : — 

And there ^said once a clerk in two verses : What is better 
than gold ? Jasper. And what is better than jasper P Wis- 
dom. And what is better than wisdom ? Woman. And what 
is better than woman ? Ho thing. 

Certainly, Chaucer gave proof of consummate tact and taste, 
as well as of an unaflected personal modesty, in assigning 
to himself as one of the company of pilgrims, instead of 
a tale bringing him into competition with the creatures of 
his own invention, after Ms mocking ballad has served its 
turn, nothing more ambitious than a version of a popular 
discourse — half narrative, half homily — ^in prose. But a 
question of far greater difficulty and moment arises with 
regard to the other prose piece included among the Can- 
terbury Tales, Of these the so-called Farson^s Tale is the 
last in order of succession. Is it to he looked upon as an 
integral part of the collection j and, if sq, what general and 
what personal significance should be attached to it ? 

As it stands, .the long tractate or sermon (partly 
adapted from a popular Trench religious manual), wMch 
bears the name of the Parson^ s Tale^ is, if not unfinished, 
at least intem^y incomplete. It lacks S3rmmetry, and, 
fails entirely to make good the argument or scheme 
o£ divisions with which the sermon begins, as conscien- 
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tionsly as one of Barrow’s, Accordinglyj an attempt lias 
■been made to show that wbat we ba^e is sometbing dif- 
ferent from tbe ‘‘ meditation ” wbicb Cbancer originally put 
into bis Parson^s montb. But, while we may stand in 
respectful awe of tbe German daring wbicb, -wbetber tbe 
matter in band be a few pages of Cbancer, a Book of 
Homer, or a chapter of tbe Old Testament, is fully pre- 
pared to show wbicb parts of each are mutilated, wbicb 
interpolated, and wbicb transposed, we may safely content 
ourselves, in tbe present instance, with considering tbe 
preliminary question. A priori, is there sufficient reason 
for supposing any transpositions, interpolations, and muti- 
lations to have been introduced into tbe Parson^ s Tale ! 
Tbe question is fall of interest ; for while, on tbe one 
band, tbe character of tbe Parson in the Prologue has 
been frequently interpreted as evidence of sympathy on 
Chaucer’s part with Wyciiffism, on tbe other band, tbe 
Parson^s Tale, in its extant form, goes far to disprove tbe 
supposition that its author was a Wycliffite. 

This, then, seems tbe appropriate place for briefly re- 
viewing tbe vexed question — Was Chaucer a Wycliffite f 
Apart fcom tbe character of the Parson and from^ tbe 
Parson's Tale, wbat is tbe nature of our evidence on tbe 
subject 1 In tbe first place, nothing could be clearer than 
that Chaucer was a very free-spoken critic of tbe life of 
tbe clergy — more ^specially of tbe Eegular clergy— of bis 
times. In this character be comes before us from bis 
translation of tbe Roman de la Rose ta tbe Parson's Tale 
itself, where be inveighs with significant earnestness 
against self-indulgence on tbe part of those who are Ee- 
. iigions, or have “ entered into Orders, ^ sub-deacon, or 
deacon, or priest, or hospitallers.” In tbe Canterbury 
Tales, above all, bis attacks upoivtbe 1 riars run nearly 
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tlie whole gamut of satirej, stopping shoit perhaps before 
the note of high moral indignatioiL. Moreover, as has 
been seen, his long connexion with John of Gaunt is a 
well-established fact; and it has thence been concluded 
that Chaucer fully shared the opinions and tendencies re- 
presented by his patron. In the supposition that Chaucer 
approved of the countenance for a long time shown hy 
John of Gaunt to Wyclif there is nothing improbable | 
neither, however, is there anything improbable in this 
other supposition, that, when the Duke of Lancaster openly 
washed his hands of the heretical tenets to the utterance of 
which Wyclif had advanced, Chaucer, together with the 
large majority of Englishmen, held with the politic duke 
rather than with the still unflinching Eeformer. So long 
as Wyclif ^s movement consisted only of an opposition to 
ecclesiastical pretensions on the one hand, and of an 
attempt to revive religious sentiment on the other, half 
the counb?y or more was Wy cliff ite, and Chaucer no doubt 
with the rest. But it would require positive evidence to 
Justify the belief that from this feeling Chaucer ever 
passed to sympathy with LoUardry^ in the vague hut suffi- 
ciently intelligible sense attaching to that term in the latter 
part of Eichard the Second's reign. Eichard II. himself, 
whose patronage of Chaucer is certain, in the end at- 
tempted rigorously to suppress Lollardry ; and Henry 
lY., the politic John of Gaunt’s yet more politic son, to 
whom Chaucer owed the prosperity enjoyed by him in the 
last year of his life, became a persecutor almost as soon as 
he became a king. 

Though, then, from the whole tone of his mind, Chaucer 
could not but sympathise with the opponents of ecclesias- 
tical domina^on — though, as a man of free and critical, 
'^spirit, and of an inborn ability for penetrating beneath the 
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surface, lie could not but find subjects for endless blame 
and satire in tbe members of those Mendicant Orders in 
■wbom Ms chief patron's academical ally had recognised 
the most formidable obstacles to the spread of pure reli» 
gion — yet all this would not justify us in regarding him 
as personally a Wycliffite. Indeed, we might as weU. at 
once borrow the phraseology of a recent respectable critic, 
and set down Dan Chaucer as a Puritan 1 The policy of 
his patron tallied with the view wMch a fresh practical 
mind such as Chaucer’s would naturally he disposed to 
take of the infiuence of monks and friars, or at least 
of those monks and Mars whose vices and foihies were 
specially prominent in his eyes. There are varions reasons 
why men oppose established institutions in the season of 
their decay; hut a fourteenth century satirist of the 
monks, or even of the clergy at large, was not necessarily 
a Lollard, any more than a nineteenth century objector to 
doctors’ drugs is necessarily a homoeopatMst. 

But, it is argued by some, Chaucer has not only assailed 
the false ; he has likewise extolled the true. He has 
painted both sidec of the contrast. Cn the one side are 
the Monk, the Friar, and the rest of their fellows ; on the 
other is the Poor Parson of a town^a. portrait, if not of 
Wyclif himself, at all events of a Wy cliff ite priest; and 
in the Tale or sermon put in the Parson’s mouth are 
recoguisahle beneath the accumulations of interested editors 
some of the characteristic marks of Wycliffism. Who is 
not acquainted with the exquisite portrait in question 
A good man was there of religidn, 

And was a poore Parson of a town. 

But rich he was of holy thought and work. 

He was also a learned man, a clerk 
That Christes Gospel truly woulde preach | 

And his parishioners devoutly te^h. 
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Benign he was, and wondrons diligent. 

And In adversity full patient. 

And snoh he was y-provfed ofte sithes. 

Pull loth he was to curse men for his tithes | 

But rather would he give, without doubt, 

Unto Ms poor parishioners about 
Of his offering and eke of Ms substance. 

He could in little wealth have suffisance. 

Wide was Ms parish, houses far asunder, 

Yet failed he not for either rain or thunder 
In sickness nor mischance to visit aU 
The farthest in Ms parish, great and small, 

Upon Ms feet, and in his hand a staff. 

TMs noble ensample to Ms sheep he gave. 

That first he wrought, and afterwards he taught 
Out of the Gospel he those wordes caught, 

And tMs figure he added eke thereto. 

That “ if gold mate, what shall iron do ? 

For if a priest be foul, on whom we trust, 

Ho wonder is it if a layman rust j 

And shame it is, if that a priest take keep, 

A foul shepherd to see and a clean sheep ; 

Well ought a priest ensample for to give 
By Ms cleanness, how that Ms sheep should live^ 
He put not out his benefice on hire, 

And left Ms sheep encumbered in t^be mire, 

And ran to London unto Sainte Paul's, 

To seek himself a ohantery for souls, 

Or maintenanoe with a brotherhood to hold | 

But dwelt at home, and kepte well Ms fold, 

So that the wolf ne’er made it to miscarry 5 
was a shepherd and no mercenary. 

And though he holy were, and virtuous, 

He was to sinful man not despitous, 

And of Ms speech nor difficult nor digne, 

But in Ms teaoMng discreet and benign. 

For to draw folk to heaven by fairness, 

By good ensample, tMs was Ms business i 
But were there any person obstinate, 

What he were, of Mgh or low estate, 

Him would he sharply snub at once. Than tMs 
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A better priest, I trow, there nowhere is* 

He waited for no pomp and reverence, 

Nor made loimself a spiced conscience ; 

Blit Ghristes lore and His Apostles'* twelve 

He taught, but first he followed it himself. 

The most striking features in this portrait are nn*' 
donhtedly those which are characteristics of the good and 
humble working clergyman of all times ; and some of 
these, accordingly, Goldsmith could appropriately borrow 
for his gentle poetic sketch of his parson-brother in Sweet 
Auburn.” But there are likewise points in the sketch 
which may be fairly described as specially distinctive of 
Wyclif’s Simple Priests-— though, as should be pointed out, 
these Priests could not themselves be designated parsons 
of towns. Among the latter features are the specially 
evangelical source of the JParsoji^s learning and teaching ; 
and his outward appearance — the wandering, staff in 
hand, which was specially noted in an archiepiscopal 
diatribe against these novel ministers of the people. Yet 
it seems unnecessary to conclude anything beyond this : 
that the feature which Chau-cer desired above all to mark 
and insist upon in his Parson, was the poverty and humility 
which in bim contrasted with the luxurious self-indjil- 
gence of the Monk, and the blatant insolence of the Par- 
doner. From this point of view it is obvious why the 
Parson is made brother to the Ploughman. For, in draw- 
ing the latter, Chaucer cannot have forgotten that other 
Ploughman whom Langland’s poem had identified with 
Him for whose sake Chaucer's poor workman laboured 
for his poor neighbours, with the readiness always shown 
by the best of his class. ISTor need this recognition of the 
dignity of the lowly surprise us in Chaucer, who had both 
sense of justice and sense of humour enoug^i not to flatter 
one class at the expense of the lest,^ and who elsewhere 



nj THl POOE PABSON. 13i 

(in the Manciple's Tale) very forcibly puts the truth that 
what in a great man is called a coup d!etat is called by 
a much simpler name in a humbler fellow-sinner. 

But though, in the Parson of a Town, Chaucer may 
not have wished to paint a Wycliffite priest — still less a 
Lollard, under which designation so many varieties of 
malcontents, in addition to the followers of Wyclif, were 
popularly included — yet his eyes and ears were open; 
and he knew well enough what the world and its children 
are at all times apt to call those who are not ashamed of 
their religion, as well as those who make too conscious a 
profession” of it. The world called them Lollards at the 
close of the fourteenth century, and it called them Puri- 
tans at the close of the sixteenth, and Methodists at 
the close of the eighteenth. Doubtless the vintners and 
the shipmen of Chaucer^s day, the patrons and purveyors 
of the playhouse in Ben Jonson’s, the fox-hunting squires 
and town wits of Cowper^s, like their successors after 
them, were not specially anxious to distinguish nicely be- 
tween more or less abominable varieties of saintliness. 
Hence, when Master Harry BaiUy’s tremendous oaths pro- 
duce the gentlest of protests from the Parson, the jovial 
Host incontinently “ smells a Lollard in the wind,” and 
predicts (with a further how of expletives) that there is a 
sermon to follow. Whereupon the Shipman protests not 
less characteristically 

Nay, by my father’s soul, 1}hat shall he not,** 

Saide the SMpman, “ here shah he not preach. 

He shall no gospel here explain or teach. 

We all believe in the great God,” qnoth he | 

** He wonld© sow© some difficulty, 

Or springe cockle in our clean© com,” ^ 

^ The nickname Lollards was erroneously derived from hlia (tares). 
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A-fter each of the pilg rims except t he Parson has told a 
taIe"’(ioTE^*"oB^^ Chaucer designed one of the divi- 
sions of his work to close with the Far saris')^ he is again 
called upon hj the Host Hereupon appealing to |}he un- 
do abtedlj evangelical and, it might without straining he 
said, WycMite authority of Timothy, he promises as his 
contrihntion a ‘‘ merry tale in prose,” which proves to con- 
sist of a moral disconrse. In its extant form the Parsonh 
Tale contains, by the side of much that might suitably have 
come from a Wycliffite teacher, much of a directly opposite 
nature. For not only is the necessity of certain sacra- 
mental usages to which Wyclif strongly objectM insisted 
upon, but the spoliation of Church property is unctuously 
inveighed against as a species of one of the cardinal sins. 
Ho enquiry could satisfactorily establish how much of this 
was taken over or introduced into the Farson^s Tale by 
Chaucer himself. But one would fain at least claim for 
him a passage in perfect harmony with the character drawn 
of the Parson in the Prologue — a passage (already cited 
in part in the opening section of the present essay) where 
the poet advocates Ihe cause of the poor in words which, 
simple as they are, deserve to be quoted side by side with 
that immortal character itself The concluding lines may 
therefore be cited here 

Think also that of the same seed of which churls fipnng, of 
the same seed spring lords ; as well may the churl be saved as 
' the lord. Wherefore I counsel thee, do just so with thy churl 
as thou wouldest thy lord did with thee, if thou wert in his 
plight. A very sinful man is a churl as towards sin. I counsel 
thee certainly, thou lord, that thou work in such wise with thy 
churls that they rather love thee than dread thee. I know 
weU, where there is degree above degree, it is rj^asonable that 
men should do their duty where it is due ; hut i f a certainty^ 
extortions, and despite of our underlings, are damnable. 
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In Bum^ the Fanwn^s Tale cannot, any more than the 
ehaxactei of the Farsm in the Prologue^ he interpreted as 
proyiiig Chancer to have been a WycMite. But the one 
as well as the other proves Mm to have perceived much of 
what was noblest in the Wycliffite movement, and mnch 
of what was ignoblest in the reception with which it met 
at the hands of worldlings — ^before, with the aid of the 
State, the Church finally succeeded in crushing it, to all 
appearance, out of existence. 

The Farson^s Tale contains a few vigorous touches, in 
addition to the fine passage quoted, wMch make it diffi- 
cult to deny that Chaucer’s hand was concerned in it. 
The inconsistency between the religious learning ascribed 
to the Parson and a passage in the Tale, where the author 
leaves certain things to be settled by divines, will not be 
held of much account. The most probable conjecture 
seems therefore to be that the discourse has come down to 
us in a mutilated form. This rtiay be due to the Tale 
having remained unfinished at the time of Chaucer’s death ; 
in which case it would form last words of no unfitting 
kind. As for the actual last words »of the Qant&rhury 
Tales — the so-called Prayer of Chaucer — it would be 
unbearable to have to accept them as genuine. For in 
these the poet, while praying for the forgiveness of sins, 
is made specially to entreat the Divine pardon for his 

translations and inditing in worldly vanities,” wMch he 

revokes in his retractions.” TJiese include, besides the 
Book of the Leo (doubtless a translation or adaptation 
from Machault) and many other books wMch the 
writer forgets, and many a song and many a lecherous 
lay,” afi the principal poetical works of Chaucer (with 
the exception/ of the Romaunt of the Rose) discussed *in 
•this essay. On the^other hand, he offers thanks for haying 
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liad tke grace given him to compose Ms tmnsktioi! of 
Boethius and other moral and devotional works.. There Isj, 
to he sure, no actual evidence to decide in either way the 
question as to the genuineness of tMs Frayer^ wMch is 
entirely one of internal probability. Those who will may 
believe that the monks, who were the landlords of 
Chaucer’s house at Westminster, had in one way or the 
other obtained a controlling influence over Ms mind. 
Stranger things than tMs have happened ; but one prefers 
to believe that the poet of the Canterbury Tales remained 
master of himself to the last. He had written much 
which a dyiug man might regret ; but it would be sad to 
have to think that, because of humility/’ he bore false 
witness at the last against an immortal part of himself-— 
his poetic genius. 
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framework a variety of lifelike sketches of character and 
manners ; it has in it that dramatic element which is so 
Chaucerian a characteristic. But the aim of its author 
was didactic, which Chaucer’s had never been. 

When with the poems of Surrey and Wyatt, and with 
the first attempts in the direction of the regular drama, 
the opening of the second great age in our literature ap- 
proached, and when, about half a century afterwards, that 
age actually opened with an unequalled burst of varied 
productivity, it would seem as if Chaucer’s influence might 
naturally enough have passed away, or at least become 
obscured. Such was not, however, the case, and Chaucer 
survived into the age of the English Renascence as an esta- 
blished English classic, in which capacity Caxton had 
honoured him by twice issuing an edition of his works 
from the Westminster printing-press. Henry YIIL’s 
favourite, the reckless but pithy satirist, Skelton, was 
alive to to merits of his great predecessor, and Skelton’s 
patron, William Thynne, a royal official, busied him- 
self with editing Chaucer’s works. The loyal servant 
of Queen Mary, the wise and witty John Hey wood, from 
whose Interludes the step is so short to the first regular 
English comedy, in one of these pieces freely plagiarised 
a passage in the Canterhury Tales, Tottel, the printer of 
the favourite poetic Miscellany published shortly before 
Queen Elizabeth’s accession, included in his collection 
the beautiful lines, cited above, called Good Counsel of 
Chaucer, And when, at last, the Elizabethan era pro- 
perly so-called began, the proof was speedily given that 
geniuses worthy of holding fellowship with Chaucer had 
assimilated into their own literary growth what was con- 
gruous to it in /his, just as he had assimilated to himself — 
nbt always improving^ but hardly ever merely borrowing 
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or taking over — mucli that he had found in the Irencb 
troKveres, and in Italian poetry and prose. The first work 
which can he included in the great period of Elizabethan 
literature is the Shepherd's Calendar, where Spenser is 
still in a partly imitative stage ; and it is Chancer whom 
he imitates and extols in his poem, and whom his alt&r 
ego, the mysterious M. K.," extols in preface and notes. 
The longest of the passages in which reference is made hy 
Spenser to Chaucer, under the pseudonym of Tityrus, is 
more especially noteworthy, both as showing the venera- 
tion of the younger for the older poet, and as testifying 
to the growing popularity of Chaucer at the time when 
Spenser wrote. 

The same great poet’s debt to his revered predecessor 
in the DaphnaMa has been already mentioned. The 
Fairy Queen is the masterpiece of an original mind, 
and its supreme poetic quality is a lofty magnificence upon 
the whole foreign to Chaucer’s genius ; but SpTenser owed 
something more than his archaic forms to “Tityrus,” 
with whose style he had erst disclaimed all ambition to 
match his pastoral pipe. In a well-known passage of his 
great epos he declares that it is through sweet infusion 
of the older poet’s own spirit that he, the younger, fol- 
lows the footing of his feet, in order so the rather to meet 
with his meaning. It was this, the romantic spirit pro- 
per, which Spenser sought to catch from Chaucer, but 
which, like all those who consciously seek after it, he trans- 
muted into a new quality and a new power. With ^ 
Spenser the change was into something mightier and 
loftier. He would, we cannot doubt, readily have echoed 
the judgment of his friend and brother -poet concerning 
Chaucer. “I know not,” writes Sir ^Philip Sidney, 
“whether to marvel more, either ;that he in that misty 
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lime could see so clearly, or that we, ia tMs clear age, 
walk so stiunHingly after Mm. Yet had he,” adds Sidney 
with the generosity of a true critic, who is not lost in 
wonder at his own cleYerness in discovering defects, 
“great wants, fit to he forgiven in so reverent an an- 
tiquity.” And yet a third Elizabethan, Michael Brayton, 
pure of tone and Mgh of purpose, joins Ms voice to those 
of Spenser and Sidney, hailing in the “ noble Chaucer ” 

the first of those that ever brake 

Into the Muses’ treasure and first spake 
ia weighty numbers, 

and placing Gower, with a degree of judgment not reached 
hy Ms and Chaucer’s immediate successors, in Ms proper 
relation of poetic rank to his younger hut greater contem- 
porary. 

To these names should he added that of George 
Puttenham — if he was indeed the author of the grave and 
elaborate treatise, dedicated to Lord BurgHey, on The 
Art of English JPoesy- In 'this work mention^ is re- 
peatedly made of Chaucer, “ father of ohr English poets 
and Ms learning, and “ the natural of his pleasant wit,” 
are alike judiciously commended. One of Puttenham’s 
best qualities as a critic is that he never speaks without 
his book ; and he comes very near to discovering Chaucer’s 
greatest gift when noticing Ms excellence in prosopo- 
graphia — a term which to Chaucer would perhaps ha^^ 
seemed to require translation. At the obsoleteness of 
Chaucer’s own diction this critic, who writes entirely “ for 
the better brought-up sort,” is obliged to shake Ms 
learned head. 

Enough has been said in the preceding pages to support 
the opinion that aropng the wants which fell to the lot of 
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Chaucer as a poet, perhaps the greatest (though Sidney 
would never have allowed this), was the want of poetic 
form most in harmony with his most characteristic gifts. 
The influence of Chaucer upon the dramatists of the Eliza- 
bethan age was probably rather indirect and general than 
direct and personal ; but indications or illustrations Of it 
may be traced in a considerable number of these writers, 
including perhaps among the earliest Eicliard Edwards 
as the author of a non-extant tragedy, Palamon and 
Arcite, and among the latest the author — or authors — of 
The Two Noble Kinsmen, Besides Fletcher and Shakspere, 
Greene, !Nash and Middleton, and more especially Jonson 
(as both poet and grammarian), were acquainted with 
Chaucer’s writings ; so that it is perhaps rather a proof 
of the widespread popularity of the Canterbury Tales 
than the reverse, that they were not largely resorted to 
for materials by the Elizabethan and J acobean dramatists. 
Under Charles I. Troilus and Oressid found a "translator 
in Sir Francis Kynaston, whom Cartwright congratulated 
on having made it possible that we read Chaucer now 
without a dictionary.” A personage, however, in Cart- 
wright’s best known play, the Antiquary Moth, prefers to 
talk on his own account genuine ” Chaucerian English. 

To pursue the further traces of the influence of Chaucer 
through such a literary aftergrowth as the younger 
Fletchers, into the, early poems of Milton, would be be- 
"^ond the purpose of tl?»e present essay. In the treasure- 
house of that great poet’s mind were gathered memories 
and associations innumerable, though the sublimest 
flights of his genius soared aloft into regions whither 
the imagination of none of our earlier poets had preceded 
them. On the other hand, the days haye passed for 
attention to he spared for the treatment experienced by 
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CliaiLceT in tli© Atigiistan Age, to wliicli he was a barba- 
rian only to be tolerated if put into the court-dress 
of the final period of civilisation. Still, even thus, he 
was not left altogether unread ; nor was he in all cases 
adapted without a certain measure of success. The irre- 
pressible vigour, and the frequent felicity, of Dryden’s 
Fahles contrast advantageously with the tame evenness 
of the Temple of Fame, an early effort by Pope, who had 
wit enough to imitate in a juvenile parody some of the 
grossest peculiarities of Chaucer^s manner, but who would 
have been quite ashamed to reproduce him in a serious 
literary performance, without the inevitable polish and 
cadence of his own style of verse. Later modernisations 
— even of those which a band of poets in some instances 
singularly qualified for the task put forth in a collection 
published in the year 1841, and which, on the part of some 
of them at least, was the result; of conscientious endeavour 
-—it is needless to characterise here. Slight incidental 
use has been made of some of these in this essay, the 
author of which would gladly have abstained from print- 
ing a single modernised phrase or word — ^most of aU any 
which he has himself been guilty of re-casting. The time 
cannot be far distant when even the least unsuccessful of 
such attempts will no longer be accepted, because no such 
attempts whatever will be any longer requu*ed. No 
Englishnian or Englishwoman need go through a very 
long or very laborious apprenticeship ’in order to beco3»<?' 
able to read, understand, and enjoy what Chaucer himself 
wrote. But if this apprenticeship he too hard, then some 
sort of makeshift must be accepted, or antiquity must 
remain the canker-worm ” even of a great national poet, 
as Spenser said it had already in his day proved to be of 
Chaucer. 
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Meanwhile, smce our poetic literature has long thrown 
off the shackles which forced it to adhere to one par- 
ticular group of models, lie is not a true English poet 
who should remain iininliueBced by any of the really great 
among his predecessors. If Chaucer has again, in a special 
sense, become the “ master dear and father reverent ” of 
some of our living poets, in a wider sense he must hold 
this relation to them all and to all their successors, so long 
as he continues to be known and understood. As it is, 
there are few worthies of our literature whose names seem 
to awaken thoughout the English-spealdng world a readier 
sentiment of familiar regard ; and in JSTew England, where 
the earliest great poet of Old England is cherished not 
less warmly than among ourselves, a kindly cunning has 
thus limned his likeness : — 

An old man in a lodge witKin a park j 
The chamber walls depicted all around 
With portraiture of huntsman, hawk and houndf 
And the hurt deer. He listeneth to the lark, 

Whose song comes with the sunshine through the daik 
Of painted gl^s in leaden lattice bound j 
He listeneth and he laugheth at the sound, 

Then writeth in a book like any clerk. 

He is the poet of the dawn, who wrote 
The Canterbury Tales, and his old age 
Made beautiful with song j and as I read 
I hear the crowing cook, I hear the note 
Of lark and linnet, and from every page 
Bis© odours of plougjied field or flowery 
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Brndie = benedioit©. 

Clepe, call. 

Deem, Judge. 

Bes^tous, angry to excess. 
Dignej fit disdainful. 

Frere, friar. 

Gentle, well-bom. 

Ke&p, care. 

Languor, grief. 

Meinie, f 0^.0 wing, household. 
Meet, mate (?), measure (?}. 
Overthwmt, across. 

Pa/rage, rank, degree. 

Press, crowd. 


Mede, advise, ©ounseL 
Reeve, steward, bailiS 
Ruth, pity. 

Scall, scab. 

Shapely, fit. 

Bithe, time. 

Spiced, nice, scrupulous 
Ta/rge, target, shield. 

Y prefix of past participle as in 
y'-hee = hee{n). 

While, time j to quite Ms while 
, to reward his pains. 

Wieldy, active, 

Wone, custom, habit. 


A dotl.od § should always be sounded in reading. 
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